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ABSTRACT 
 
 
A Voice in the Wilderness: The Contribution of Gardner Calvin Taylor to 
American Civil Rights and Social Justice is an exploration of Gardner C. Taylor’s life 
through the lens of Christian activism.  In turn, the project enlightens historical 
inquiry about matters of race, northern civil rights leadership, economic justice, and 
the power of religious speech as a tool for social change. Gardner Calvin Taylor was 
born in 1918 and is a native of Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Taylor was molded by 
experiences from his pastoral ministry in Elyria, Ohio; New Orleans, Louisiana; 
Baton Rouge and Brooklyn, New York. Gardner Taylor’s initial entry into social 
justice began during voter registration drives in New Orleans and attempts to gain 
equal pay for African-American teachers in Louisiana. However, it was during his 
tenure as pastor of the Concord Baptist Church of Brooklyn, New York, that he 
engaged in what would become a life-long effort to attend to community needs by 
seeking equality for all its citizens and social uplift for those in need.  Taylor 
continued his ministry of activism by serving on the New York City Board of 
Education and government committees; leading Brooklyn’s democratic party; 
protesting for the appointment of Protestant judges; seeking integrated hiring practices 
on construction sites; urging an end to South African apartheid; establishing a wide 
range of community development programs; advising U.S. Presidents; and speaking 
as an advocate for civil rights across America. The assessment of Taylor’s life is 
informed by previously-published writings about Taylor, literature specific to the civil 
rights era and access to Taylor's personal papers, library, sermons and multiple 
interviews with the subject.   
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INTRODUCTION 
 
 
A Voice in the Wilderness: The Contribution of Gardner C. Taylor to Civil 
Rights and Social Justice is an exploration of several of the key themes in twentieth 
century American history. These include local civil rights leadership in the northern 
United States, specifically how African-American clergy in New York City dealt with 
their own civil rights and social justice issues. In addition, the work investigates how 
African-Americans living in the north provided multiple levels of support to southern 
civil rights efforts. Another focus of this thesis is the way in which pulpit speech was 
used to further civil rights, social justice, economic concerns and the political issues 
of minority citizens. Taylor’s principal leadership position during the civil rights 
movement was as Senior Pastor of Concord Baptist Church in Brooklyn, New York,  
a place where preaching was a form of public protest.  
All of these wider themes are examined through the biographical lens of the 
Rev. Gardner Calvin Taylor. It asserts that Gardner Taylor is an important figure in 
the civil rights movement because of his role in the struggle for racial equality and 
civil rights in Louisiana, in New York City, and through his leadership in the National 
Baptist Convention. These experiences formed the basis for Taylor’s significant 
contributions to the broad, wide-ranging civil rights movement. The study of Taylor’s 
life provides a lens through which one may understand America’s twentieth century 
history and struggle for racial equality.  
Gardner Calvin Taylor was born in 1918 to Selina Taylor and Washington 
Taylor, the latter a Baptist preacher of national reputation. Gardner’s story is rooted in 
the heart of his native southern city, Baton Rouge, Louisiana, and molded by 
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occurrences in his pastoral ministry and life experiences in Elyria, Ohio; New 
Orleans, Louisiana; Baton Rouge, Louisiana; and Brooklyn, New York. 
Gardner Taylor’s initial entry into social justice began during voter 
registration drives in New Orleans and attempts to gain equal pay for African-
American teachers in Louisiana. However, it was during his tenure as pastor of the 
Concord Baptist Church of Brooklyn, New York that he engaged in what would 
become a life-long effort to attend to the needs of the community seeking equality for 
all its citizens. It was also at this time that he became a long-time family friend of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. This allowed Taylor numerous opportunities to invite King to 
speak at Concord even after its reconstruction as the “million dollar church.” He 
vacationed with King, raised funds for the movement, and traveled across America 
promoting civil rights causes, thus further deepening his commitment to this cause. 
Political life became a part of Dr. Taylor’s ministry in 1949 when Brooklyn 
Borough President John Cashmore appointed him to a local school board. In 1954, 
New York City Mayor Robert Wagner appointed him to the citywide Board of 
Education where he became its first African-American member. When seats on the 
board became elected positions, Taylor chose not to run in order to give more 
attention to his duties at Concord Church.  However, later he became a part of the 
Brooklyn Triumvirate: one of three Democratic Party bosses including John Lynch 
and Eric Jacoby who jointly led Democratic Party affairs in Brooklyn. Gardner Taylor 
became the first African-American to lead a party in one of the five boroughs of New 
York City. 
In 1960, Gardner Taylor became the focal point in a struggle for the 
presidency of the National Baptist Convention, America’s largest African-American 
organization at the time. Although many viewed the contested election as a dispute 
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over rules governing the term limits of convention presidents, Taylor’s leadership of 
“the progressives” versus then-president J.H. Jackson, a conservative who favored 
gradual racial reform, was also a referendum on the convention’s support of Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., the civil rights struggle, and the pace at which to seek civil 
rights. Taylor’s eventual loss became the impetus for creating the Progressive 
National Baptist Convention.  
As a member of New York City’s civil rights leadership, Taylor led or 
participated in protests against discrimination at A & P Grocery Stores, Downstate 
Medical Center, public housing and building trades. He also took on the fight against 
apartheid in South Africa and the discriminatory system of appointments of Protestant 
judges. Twice he was arrested for public protest.  In 1990, his service as an agent of 
change was noted by an invitation to introduce Nelson Mandela during his freedom 
tour stop in New York City.
1
 
As a senior member of New York’s religious leadership, Gardner Taylor 
served in a number of political and religious posts from which he sought to give 
leadership in community improvement.  However, his ministry at Concord became a 
glaring example of the relevance of the religious institution in the spheres of social 
justice and community improvement. The Concord Church began an elementary 
school under his first wife, Laura Taylor, for which she did not receive a salary. Soon 
a credit union, clothing exchange, nursing home, and public housing followed. Upon 
his retirement in 1990 as pastor of Concord, the New York Times, inspired by his 
service in the community, assessed his work as a “ministry of quiet activism.”2 
                                                          
1
 New York Times, June 30, 1990, July 1, 1990. 
 
2
 Ibid., July 1, 1990. 
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Though his public service and participation in efforts for social equality were 
notable, it has been Gardner Taylor’s skill as an orator that has made him one of the 
most acclaimed clergymen in American history. His Lyman Beecher Lectures, “How 
Shall They Preach,” and his sermon, “Facing the Faiths with Faith,” delivered during 
the 1993 Inaugural Prayer Service for President William Jefferson Clinton, solidified 
Gardner Taylor’s position as a scholar and preacher. 
Taylor was reared and began his life of ministry in Louisiana that eventually 
led to his last and most prominent pulpit in New York City. A wide range of 
scholarship covering the movement in both states and interrelated issues pertaining to 
the work he did in these states will be utilized. Several books have been written about 
civil rights in Louisiana during Taylor’s initial years in ministry, including Rachel L. 
Emanuel and Alexander P. Tureaud, Jr., A More Noble Cause: A. P. Tureaud and the 
Struggle for Civil Rights in Louisiana which describes the work of Louisiana’s 
leading civil rights attorney. Kim Lacy Rogers’s Righteous Lives: Narratives of the 
New Orleans Civil Rights Movement provides information on contemporaries of 
Taylor. Lee Sartain’s Invisible Activist: Women of the Louisiana NAACP and The 
Struggle for Civil Rights, 1915-1945 and Shannon Frystak’s Our Minds on Freedom: 
Women and the Struggle for Black Equality in Louisiana, 1934-1967, both reveal the 
role of many African-American women who participated in integrating Louisiana 
public schools and equalization of teacher pay, two issues in which Taylor played an 
important role. Adam Fairclough’s Race & Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in 
Louisiana 1915-1972, provides what is perhaps the most comprehensive study of the 
Louisiana movement.  A Class of Their Own: Black Teachers in the Segregated 
South, also by Adam Fairclough, contributes to our understanding of the culture of 
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African-American public school education and contains significant references to 
events and persons active during Taylor’s stint in Louisiana.  
 Recent scholarship on New York City’s civil rights movement and history 
during Taylor’s tenure at Concord Baptist Church of Brooklyn greatly inform any 
discussion about Taylor’s contribution to civil rights and social justice. Texts 
discussing justice and rights issues include Martha Biondi’s To Stand and Fight: The 
Struggle for Civil Rights in Post War New York City which describes in detail the 
early movement in New York City.  Craig Steven Wilder’s A Covenant with Color: 
Race and Social Power in Brooklyn and Brian Purnell’s Fighting Jim Crow in the 
county of Kings: The Congress of Racial Equality in Brooklyn contributes to our 
understanding of labor and race in Taylor’s home borough.  Clarence Taylor’s The 
Black Churches of Brooklyn; Black Religious Intellectuals: The Fight for Equality 
from Jim Crow to the 21
th
 Century and Civil Rights in New York City: From World 
War II to the Giuliani Era illumes civil rights and religious life activities among 
African-American churches during Taylor’s tenure as pastor of Concord Baptist 
Church. In addition, Clarence Taylor’s Knocking at Our Own Door: Milton A. 
Galamison and the Struggle to Integrate New York City Schools is the only scholarly 
biography of a Taylor contemporary in the Brooklyn borough.  
 Among the most significant contributions Taylor made to the civil rights 
movement is his influence on Martin Luther King, Jr., particularly how he influenced 
the preaching style and theological underpinning of King’s proclamation style and 
content.  Richard Lischer undertakes a study of influences to and substance of King’s 
preaching in The Preacher King: Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Word That Moved 
America, as does Mervyn A. Warren in King Came Preaching: The Pulpit Power of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and Lewis V. Baldwin in There is a Balm in Gilead: The 
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Cultural Roots of Martin Luther King, Jr. Stylistic studies about King’s language, 
sermon structure and performance of preaching in various settings have been made by 
Keith D. Miller in Voice of Deliverance: The Language of Martin Luther King Jr. and 
Its Sources and Jonathan Rieder in The Word of the Lord is Upon Me: The Righteous 
Performance of Martin Luther King, Jr. A number of chapters about King’s preaching 
may be found in John A. Kirk’s, ed., Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Civil Rights 
Movement.  
 Another important contribution Taylor made to the civil rights movement is 
his attempt to become president of the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. Had 
Taylor been successful, he would have aligned the largest African-American 
organization with the efforts of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Baptist life among African- 
Americans has a history of complicated disputes, many of which laid the foundation 
for the creation of a new convention during the civil rights movement. James Melvin 
Washington’s Frustrated Fellowship: The Black Baptist Quest for Social Power is 
particularly instructive in understanding these divisions. In addition to discussing the 
creation of the Progressive National Baptist Convention, A History of Black Baptist 
by Leroy Fitts contributes to scholarship by providing a study of African-American 
Baptist life in social activism, missions, and theological concerns.  
Additional texts have been written that investigate the founding of the 
Progressive National Baptist Convention, denominational beliefs and the roles of 
Gardner C. Taylor and Martin Luther King, Jr.  William D. Booth has written about 
and collected documents related to the founding of the convention in A Call to 
Greatness: The Story of the Founding of The Progressive National Baptist 
Convention. Albert A. Avant in The Social Teachings of the Progressive National 
Baptist Convention, Inc. Since 1961: A Critical Analysis of the Least, the Lost and the 
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Left-Out recounts in detail the origins of Progressive National Baptist and how its 
policies were shaped by the movement. Joseph Harrison Jackson, whom Taylor 
attempted to unseat as president, wrote A Story of Christian Activism: The History of 
the National Baptist Convention, U. S. A., in which he depicts an opposing view to the 
progressive idealism found in writings supporting Taylor’s cause. Sherman Roosevelt 
Tribble in Images of A Preacher: A Study of the Reverend Joseph Harrison Jackson 
Fourth President of the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., Inc., also portrays 
Jackson in a more sympathetic light.  
 In addition, several more extensive surveys of the civil rights movement 
mention Taylor in his capacity as a mentor to Martin Luther King, Jr. and as a leader 
of more progressive pastors within national Baptist life, King being one of several 
important supporters.  Taylor Branch’s trilogy entitled Parting the Waters: America 
during the King Years 1954-1963; Pillar of Fire: America in the King Years 1953-
1965; and At Canaan’s Edge: America in the King Years 1965-1968, contributes to 
our understanding of the King-Taylor dynamic as well as the entire movement.  
In order to adequately understand the King-Taylor relationship, an 
understanding of King’s work in the civil rights movement as a whole must be 
embraced. Several texts are helpful in this regard, including David J. Garrow’s 
Bearing the Cross: Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference; Stephen Tuck’s We Ain’t What We Ought To Be, and Adam Fairclough’s 
To Redeem the Soul of America: The Southern Christian Leadership Conference and 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  
Several scholars have done extensive research on the preaching of Gardner 
Taylor. There have been several doctoral dissertations focusing on Taylor as the 
primary subject including the following contributions: Gerald Lamont Thomas, 
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African-American Preaching: The Contribution of Gardner C. Taylor, The Southern 
Baptist Theological Seminary, 1993; Susan L. Bond, To Hear the Angel's Wings: 
Apocalyptic Language and the Formation of Moral Community with reference to the 
sermons of Gardner C. Taylor, Vanderbilt University, 1996; Joseph Norman Evans, 
African-American Sacred Rhetoric: An African-American Homiletic Style Informed by 
Western Tradition, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 2005; Jerry M. 
Carter, The Audible Sacrament: The Sacramentality of Gardner C. Taylor's 
Preaching, Drew University, 2007; Alfonza W. Fullwood, A Study of Gardner C. 
Taylor’s Theology of Peaching as A Decisive Factor Shaping His Theory of 
Preaching: Implication For Homiletical Pedagogy, Southeast Baptist Theological 
Seminary, 2012; and Jared Alcantara, Toward an Intercultural Improvisatory 
Homiletic: The Preaching of Gardner C. Taylor, Princeton Theological Seminary, 
2014. 
Other doctoral dissertations that use Taylor’s work as a significant component, 
but not as the principal subject include the following: Robert Uriel Ferguson, 
Preaching on Social Issues: A Homiletical Analysis and Comparison of Four 
Exemplary American Preachers, The Southern Baptist Theological Seminary, 1981; 
Raymond Bernard Spencer, Imagery and Improvisation In African-American 
Preaching: Resources for Energizing The Protestant Pulpit, Southwestern 
Theological Seminary, 2001; Patrick Dewitt Claybon, A Homiletic of Spirituality: An 
Analysis of Howard Thurman's Theory and Praxis of Preaching, Drew University, 
2009; and Carrietta Jackson, Double Talk: The Duality of Liberative and Constrictive 
Messages About Social Power and Moral Authority Conveyed through Black 
Preaching, Drew University, 2009. 
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Submissions to the Dean includes a number of essays, both historical and 
personal, in honor of Taylor which were collected by J. Douglas Wiley and Ivan 
Douglas Hicks and published by (UMI) Urban Ministries, Inc. publishing of Chicago, 
IL.  Further evidence of Taylor’s impact on preaching was a recent festschrift held at 
Duke University as a celebration of his work through the publication of Timothy 
George, James Earl Massey, Robert Smith, Jr., eds., Our Sufficiency is of God: Essays 
on Preaching in Honor of Gardner C. Taylor, Mercer University Press, 2010. Most of 
these essays analyze some aspect of Gardner Taylor as a preacher. Moreover, a host 
of articles and various essays have explored some facet of Taylor’s preaching or 
ministry.  
A valuable resource are the books published by Taylor, including a six-volume 
series The Words of Gardner Taylor containing many of his most famous sermons, 
essays and lectures including the Lyman Beecher Lectures on Preaching at Yale 
University.  The series includes accompanying CDs Essential Taylor I and Essential 
Taylor II edited by Edward L. Taylor. We Have This Ministry with Samuel DeWitt 
Proctor provides insight into Taylor’s pastoral ministry and political philosophy. How 
Shall They Preach, the 100
th
 Lyman Beecher Lecture on Preaching at Yale, is 
Taylor’s most in-depth assessment of his own preaching theology and how his beliefs 
about preaching are applied to social justice and civil rights issues. The Scarlet 
Thread and Chariots Aflame are collections of Taylor sermons, many of which are 
reprinted in other works and often shed light on Taylor’s personal activities and 
church life.  All of the aforementioned books were included in The Words of Gardner 
Taylor collection.  
 Central to the thesis is a thorough investigation of Gardner C. Taylor’s private 
papers which consist of personal correspondence, including details of family and 
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household affairs, copies of church records, travel records, and awards. In addition, I 
have been granted access to over 10,000 pages of Dr. Taylor’s sermons that are filled 
with detailed references to events, church affairs, family concerns, and numerous 
other matters that will shed light on Gardner Taylor’s life and activism.  In some 
cases, the sermons were written, delivered orally and then edited by Taylor himself. 
On other occasions, a secretary transcribed sermons for Taylor’s review.  In all cases, 
sermons were archived according to year by his wife, Mrs. Laura Bell Scott Taylor. 
Moreover, one must keep in mind that Taylor does not preach with a manuscript. This 
is to say, that an archived sermon may not be what was actually delivered.  
In addition, Gardner Taylor bestowed numerous personal interviews. Also, 
archives and other research endeavors imparted evidence of multiple discussions with 
Taylor and other contemporaries who informed the project.  Carefully balanced 
against other existing primary and secondary sources, the interviews assist in 
verifying the details of his personal story as well as the events he encountered.  Given 
that Taylor was born in the rural South in 1918 where the written record for African-
American life is sparse, personal testimony is often the only way of documenting 
Taylor’s early and formative experiences.  
 The method of use for these sermons and other oral sources was based on 
instruction found in Alessandro Portelli’s article The Peculiarities of Oral History in 
which he states that “Scholars are willing to admit that the actual document is the 
recorded tape.” Portelli goes on to decry use of written transcripts and destruction of 
recordings by those who favor written text rather than oral research.   Fortunately, all 
of the available recorded sermons upon which the typed manuscripts are based are in 
my possession. Furthermore, additional audio and video recordings have been added 
to the collection from various occasions in which Taylor was a primary speaker.  
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These recordings are primarily from years 1960 to the present. Therefore, whenever 
possible, the oral version of the message cited was compared with the written 
archived version.
3
  
 Moreover, Portelli argues that historians should be careful about use of oral 
sources and their written counterparts to those recordings which provide a 
“transmission” of an interviewee’s testimony whereas transcripts provide an 
“emission” from the subject.  This speaks to the relationship between the researcher 
and the subject and how interview content is communicated through expression, 
voice, and movement, important forms of communication not particularly discernable 
from a written page. Thus, whenever possible, Taylor’s disposition during my 
interviews and heard in his interviews with others is described to the reader.
4
 
 Furthermore, Portelli contends that the writer of history becomes a part of the 
source he or she seeks to disclose:  
 
While the written document is usually invoked to prove that the 
account is a reliable description of actual events, oral sources 
involve the entire account in their own subjectivity. Alongside 
the first person narration of the informant is the first person of 
the historian, without whom there would be no source. In fact 
both the discourse of the informant and that of the historian are 
in narrative form, which brings them closer together that is the 
case with most other first-hand sources. Informants are 
                                                          
3
 Alessandro Portelli, The Peculiarities of Oral History, History Workshop Journal, 1981, (Vol. 12: 1) p. 
97.  
4
 Ibid., p. 103. 
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historians, after a fashion; and the historian is, somehow, a part 
of the source.
5
 
 
 Portelli’s guidance is particularly helpful in regard to this study. As the writer, 
information from oral sources was selectively used for studying Taylor’s 
contributions in civil rights and social justice.  Information on other subjects related to 
Taylor’s life and experiences were not utilized, serving as material to be mined later 
in further development of this work. In addition, as editor of The Words of Gardner 
Taylor Series and Faith in the Fire, I am part of Taylor’s history and witness to many 
of the events about which I have written.  Perhaps the untold hours spent with Taylor 
over the past 25 years have left an impression unknown to me, but present in this 
work.  Notwithstanding, the writing of this work exists as my attempt at an impartial 
study of Taylor’s life.      
Though he has left a lasting imprint in so many areas, no full-length scholarly 
work exists that details the life story of Taylor and his role as a community leader and 
social activist. Moreover, scholars have given scant attention to Taylor’s preaching as 
a response to social inequality. A Voice in the Wilderness: The Contribution of 
Gardner C. Taylor to Civil Rights and Social Justice seeks to add to the 
historiography on Taylor by addressing this gaping hole in existing scholarship. This 
project presents arguments for Taylor’s significant contributions to northern and New 
York City civil rights history, social activism in Brooklyn, New York, religious and 
political life, and the national impact of this activism.  
Chapter One: Shaping A Voice: Family, Faith, Foundation, 1918-1940, sets 
forth the foundation upon which Gardner Taylor’s life was built. Gardner’s father, 
                                                          
5
 Ibid., p. 105. 
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Washington Taylor, was an important leader in Louisiana and the National Baptist 
Convention. The effect of his father’s early death when Taylor was 12 years old is 
examined and explored. His mother, Selina Taylor, and J. A. Bacoats, Taylor’s Pastor 
and President of Leland College, also played significant roles in Taylor’s early life in 
terms of ministerial training and education. The influence of Taylor’s mentors on his 
life is discussed in detail. This chapter will include a thorough assessment of the life-
altering car accident that fundamentally changed the trajectory of Taylor’s life from 
pursuing a career in law to entering Christian ministry. The chapter will also address 
his decision to leave Louisiana causing him to make yet another detour from the goals 
he originally sought. Moreover, in 1937, Taylor began his graduate education at 
Oberlin Graduate School of Theology. While there, for the first time he experienced 
daily life in an integrated setting. And it was also at Oberlin that he courted and 
married Laura Bell Scott and became pastor of his first church, Bethany Baptist, 
Elyria, Ohio. 
Chapter Two: Paths and Practice of Social Action: New Orleans, Baton 
Rouge, 1940-1948, examines events following Taylor’s graduation from Oberlin, his 
return to Louisiana and subsequent pastorates at Beulah Baptist Church in New 
Orleans and, later, Mount Zion First African Baptist Church, Baton Rouge, currently 
known as Mount Zion Baptist Church.  During these early pastorates, Taylor became 
involved in voter registration drives organized by the New Orleans and Baton Rouge 
chapters of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People and the 
Louisiana Progressive Voters League. He also joined in the efforts of the Citizens 
Committee for Equal Education whose goal equal pay and fair employment practices 
for African-American teachers. This chapter assesses the spectrum of activists and 
organizations that Taylor worked with and was influenced by, including William H. 
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Jernigan, pastor of Mount Carmel Baptist Church, Washington, District of Columbia, 
and Marshall Shepard, Sr., pastor of Mount Olivet Tabernacle Baptist Church, 
Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. Shepard played an instrumental role in Taylor’s life 
which included his arranging for Taylor to be a National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. 
observer at the founding of the United Nations in 1945. The impact of Taylor’s 
decision to join Marshall Shepard and others as a delegate to the 1947 Baptist World 
Alliance meeting in Copenhagen, Denmark is also discussed. 
Chapter Three: Beckoning of a Dream: The Golden Age and Disciplined, yet 
Undiminished, Indignation in America’s Crossroad 1948-1961, studies Gardner 
Taylor’s call to Concord Baptist Church, Brooklyn and the role Sandy F. Ray, Pastor 
of Cornerstone Baptist Church, Brooklyn, would have in that call as well as the 
relationship they established with each other. During this period, a fire destroyed 
Concord’s historic building that led to the construction of the famous “million dollar 
church,” the first building of its cost constructed by an African-American 
congregation in the United States. The new sanctuary was paid for by insurance, a 
citywide fundraising effort, and the gifts of the thousands of people who were 
members of the congregation. Taylor’s involvement in New York City politics 
through his appointment as the second and, at that time, the only serving African-
American member of the city’s school board 1950-1958 will be explored.  Likewise, 
the chapter will detail how Taylor’s role on the school board fit into the wider world 
of New York City politics. Gardner Taylor’s place and prominence as a public 
speaker among many, including Adam Clayton Powell, Abyssinian Baptist Church; 
Harry Emerson Fosdick, Riverside Church; and Paul Scherer, Trinity Church  in what 
has come to be known as New York City’s golden age of preaching, will be 
highlighted and examined in terms of its local, national and global significance.  
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          Taylor began his ministry at a significant moment in time. Millions of African- 
Americans continued to move north, swelling population centers and, thus, church 
memberships. Those who experienced southern de facto segregation encountered de 
jure segregation. Taylor entered a changing landscape fraught with challenges, 
rewards and responsibilities. Taylor’s experiences in Louisiana as a pastor and civil 
rights leader, in hindsight, appear to have been basic training for a larger task that 
could not be foreseen nor anticipated.  
          Concord Baptist Church provided Taylor with a national platform from which 
to shine as an orator and provide an opportunity to interact with clergy of all races 
who were senior to him in experience and reputation.  However, Concord’s fire of 
1952 proved to be a life-altering experience equal to the passing of his father, 
Washington Monroe Taylor and the accident of 1937 which led to his call as a 
Christian minister. Construction of Concord’s new facility brought acclaim and 
political influence seldom obtained by so youthful a pastor.  
 During this period, Taylor began a relationship with New York City Mayor 
Robert F. Wagner which led to numerous community appointments including a seat 
on the Board of Education. These posts, combined with multiple memberships and 
activity in community-based organizations, provided Taylor with a role in 
desegregating public schools, advocating for equality in labor practices, and calling 
attention to the necessity for equal treatment in accessing city services. This work 
notes Taylor’s ability to balance the roles of protester and public servant. 
Chapter Four: At the Center of the Storm: The Partnership of Martin Luther 
King, Jr., Gardner C. Taylor in Social Change 1951-1961, focuses on Gardner 
Taylor’s relationship with Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. during the inception of the mid-
twentieth century civil rights movement. Though he disagreed with Martin Luther 
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King, Jr. on the nature of civil disobedience, an issue often at the forefront of debate 
in the African-American community after the 1955-56 Montgomery bus boycott led 
by King and the subsequent formation of the Southern Christian Leadership 
Conference, the bonds of friendship between the two men strengthened because of 
this cause. Taylor’s support for the southern civil rights movement from his northern 
pulpit grew as circumstances dictated. This chapter also examines Gardner’s role in 
the struggle for control of the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. between he and 
denominational president J. H. Jackson which resulted in the formation of the 
Progressive National Baptist Convention. 
Chapter Five: An Activist Pulpit: Civil Rights, Progressive Religion, and 
Preaching, 1961-1979 analyzes the period in which Taylor was most active in public 
social justice issues. By 1958, Gardner Taylor had served for quite some time on a 
local Brooklyn School Board and the New York City Board of Education. During this 
time, he also became one of three county leaders jointly directing the affairs of the 
King’s County Democratic Party. Taylor used Concord’s pulpit and his engagements 
across America to promote the civil rights cause. Finally, the chapter assesses 
Taylor’s role in the integration of New York public schools, the ending of 
discrimination at Downstate Medical Center, A and P Stores, building trades and 
public housing, and his multiple arrests for civil disobedience.  
The Conclusion: The Color of Autumn examines Taylor’s life and career in 
the post-civil rights movement era. Taylor’s priorities in the ministry shifted from 
organizational involvement and public activism associated with the civil rights 
movement to a more personal and private ministry, leaning more on his individual 
influence and reputation as a way of  improving the day-to-day lives of Brooklyn’s 
citizens through engagement with a number of community institutions. These 
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included involvement with the Concord Nursing Home, sponsorship of affordable 
public housing, the creation of the million-dollar Christfund, and expansion of the 
Concord Credit Union. During this time, Taylor delivered preaching’s most 
prestigious lecture series, the Lyman Beecher Lecture at Yale University, and he was 
recognized for his work by the nation’s leading magazines such as Time and Ebony. 
Additionally, Taylor participated in and supported the election of David Dinkins, New 
York City’s first African-American mayor while also preparing for his retirement. 
Then, as the leading senior African-American clergyman in New York City, he 
accepted the invitation from the host committee to introduce Nelson Mandela during 
his 1990 freedom tour stop at Riverside Church.
6
 
In addition, a discussion of Taylor’s civil rights legacy during his retirement 
years is included. Departing his post at Concord in 1990, Taylor began a fulltime 
ministry of public speaking. Through his friendship with Vernon Jordan, former head 
of the National Urban League and veteran civil rights advocate, Taylor developed a 
close relationship with President Bill Clinton. In 1993, he delivered the sermon at the 
nationally televised Inaugural Prayer Service. Soon thereafter, his wife Laura died in a 
heartbreaking traffic accident. A year later, Dr. Taylor married the former Phillis 
Strong. A collection of Taylor’s life’s work went into publication in 1999. Taylor 
moved to Raleigh, North Carolina, and began blogging for the Washington Post’s 
“On Faith” page. At age 87, Taylor ended his schedule of public speaking and has, 
for the time being, limited his schedule to local talks and classroom discussions.  
The Conclusion also locates Taylor’s contribution and place in twentieth-
century American life. Focusing on his work as a leader in civil rights and social 
justice, the conclusion will note Taylor’s tradition in the progressive stream of 
                                                          
6
 Time, December 31, 1979; Ebony, September, 1984, November, 1993; Newsweek, March 4, 1996 
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American civil rights leaders. As a clergyman, Gardner C. Taylor’s unique 
contribution to preaching will be reviewed in light of his notable, though not unique, 
decision to work for justice as a preacher who was local pastor, rather than a leader of 
a national movement. Finally, the thesis returns to its central question with a thorough 
examination, interrogation, and discussion, thereby pinpointing exactly what Taylor’s 
life tells us about the larger story of race in twentieth century America. Gardner 
Calvin Taylor’s life as pastor of a northern church uses the power of pulpit speech and 
congregational leadership as primary mediums by which to promote his agenda and 
create a space in which rights, social justice and community uplift could ensue.  
      An appendix of sample Taylor messages are included to add context for 
understanding occasions at which each was delivered and references how Taylor used 
public speaking as a tool for social change. These writings and sermons include Some 
Comments on Race Hate from The Pulpit Speaks on Race; The Strange Ways of God, 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial at Harvard University; Preaching the Whole 
Counsel of God, The Lyman Beecher Lectures, Yale University and Facing the Facts 
with Faith, delivered at the Presidential Inauguration Prayer Service for William 
Jefferson Clinton. All of Taylor’s writings are included without changes to previously 
published versions. 
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Chapter One: Shaping A Voice: Family, Faith, Foundation, 1918-1948 
 
The chapter provides an important assessment of the key factors and 
influences in Gardner Calvin Taylor’s early life, 1918-1940. Three primary factors 
influenced Taylor’s development as a person during this time. First, Taylor’s narrative 
reveals that his pre-modern education heavily influenced his use of language as a 
preacher. Much of Taylor’s early education focused on language and memory. Words 
were very important. Taylor would follow his father’s example by reading many of 
his treasured books. Given the paucity of quality education in Baton Rouge, Taylor’s 
avid book reading may provide some clue to his later facility with the English 
language as demonstrated in his speeches, writings and sermons. Second, he was 
reared in Baton Rouge less than sixty years after the end of slavery. The African- 
American community existed under the weight of slavery’s legacy and the emergence 
of segregation. Former slaves, including Taylor’s grandparents, impressed upon him 
the necessity for personal excellence in individual and community uplift. Taylor’s 
upbringing occurred during the Great Depression. The economic forces influencing 
politics and culture left a lasting impression upon the landscape, an influence that 
would impact his own desire to assist those in his immediate community. Third, 
significant people in his family, church, and educational institutions proved to be 
pivotal influences on Taylor’s life. These figures shaped his understanding of faith, 
insured an adequate upbringing, counseled him about his future and opened doors to a 
career in the ministry. Taylor’s narrative is interspersed with those whom he relied 
upon for assistance and advice that became critical at every stage of his life and 
career. This chapter seeks to identify influential persons from the early years and 
assess their influence in shaping the person Taylor would become.  
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 African-American prospects for an adequate education were limited. Public 
school education remained segregated and equality in education was uncommon. 
Although African-American educational institutions gained acceptance in various 
quarters, many opposed the concept of education at equal levels or instruction in 
subjects others than vocational training. Carter G. Woodson, reflecting upon 
professional opportunities of African Americans in The Mis-Education of the Negro, 
stated, “In the training for professions other than the ministry and teaching the negro 
has not had full sway.” Consequently, discrimination in education and inadequate 
funding for African American schools was common.
1
 
Indeed, literacy rates in Louisiana as a whole, and Baton Rouge in particular, 
demonstrated a dire need for improvement in education. The census reported that 
illiteracy rates were 21.9% for whites and 38.5% among African-Americans. In East 
Baton Rouge Parish, illiteracy rates were only 2.7% for whites, but 38.2 % for 
African-Americans. McKinney High was the only African-American public high 
school. Early in the twentieth century, limited private education was available at 
Baton Rouge College, a normal school sponsored by the Fourth District Baptist 
Association. Subsequently, Leland College, also underwritten by African-Americans, 
provided elementary, secondary and basic college education. For many years, only 
one, Rosenwald High School for African-Americans, existed between New Orleans 
and Baton Rouge, a distance of more than 90 miles.
2
  
                                                          
1
 John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. Moss, Jr., From Slavery to Freedom: A History of Negro Americans, 
Sixth Ed. (New York: McGraw-Hill, 1988) pp. 239, 243-244; Carter G. Woodson, The Mis-Education of 
the Negro (New York: Tribeca Books) p. 54. 
 
2
 1920 U.S. Census; Normal School were schools established to train high school graduates to become 
teachers.  Jules Rosenwald was President of Sear and Roebuck & Company. Early in the 20
th
 century, 
Rosenwald established a foundation that provided match grants to build schools and related buildings 
in African American communities. Nearly 5000 schools were constructed.  
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Baton Rouge is a culturally-diverse city built along the eastern elbow of the 
southern Mississippi River. Its population grew from an influx of French Canadians 
(Cajuns), Spanish and English settlers and Africans both slave and free. At the turn of 
the twentieth century, Baton Rouge’s populace mushroomed because of its 
burgeoning petrochemical industries, employment and educational opportunities. 
Census records show that the city’s population grew from 7,197 in 1880 to 21,782 in 
1920. East Baton Rouge Parish, where the City of Baton Rouge is located, had a 
population of 44,513, with 23,008 African-Americans
3
  
As with all southern states, African-Americans lived under the “Jim Crow” 
laws of segregation and a cultural ethos of discrimination based on skin color. 
Segregation was pervasive. The United States Supreme Court’s decision in the 1896 
case Plessy v. Ferguson legalized pre-existing segregation in public facilities as long 
as long as accommodations were “separate but equal.” The racial milieu that is 
Louisiana and the legacy of continued preferential treatment of lighter-skinned 
African-Americans that began during slavery continued by affording esteemed social 
privileges upon this group that included employment, housing, education, and other 
areas of society. These prejudices were also commonly practiced within African-
American cultural and social life. Some African-Americans had racial heritages that 
were so mixed that many chose to “pass as white.” Governor Huey Long, Louisiana’s 
political giant and cultural icon, publicly acknowledged Louisiana’s unusual racial 
makeup and the large number of citizens who were of mixed parentage, stating, “Pure 
whites in Louisiana could be fed with a nickel worth of red beans and a dime’s worth 
                                                          
3
 1920 U.S. Census; Rose Myers, A History of Baton Rouge: 1699-1812 (Baton Rouge: Louisiana State 
University Press, 1976) pp. 5-7. 
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of rice.” Lighter-skinned African-American citizens, privileged though still 
considered lower among social caste, embraced Louisiana mixed racial legacy.
4
   
During his youth, several key persons influenced Taylor’s life. Taylor’s 
mother Selina Taylor and her great-aunt Gertrude Gibbons served as important 
models and mentors in Gardner Taylor’s home life. Gertrude Gibbons required of him 
the kind of discipline that would prove essential to Taylor’s future success. In the best 
sense, Taylor was a “mama’s boy,” ever protected and directed by his mother. When 
Taylor’s father died shortly before his thirteenth birthday, Ike Johnson, a former slave 
and member of Mount Zion Baptist Church in Baton Rouge, became devoted to 
Taylor and through his compassion became a stabilizing force. In Taylor’s first 
cousin, Ruby Harris, he found a companion and playmate. J. A. Bacoats, president of 
Leland College and pastor of Taylor’s home church, Mt. Zion Baptist Church in 
Baton Rouge during his college years, guided Gardner in his choice of graduate 
school. Moreover, Bacoats’s community involvement, scholarship, and pastoral 
leadership became a model which Taylor imitates. However, Gardner’s father 
Washington Taylor was certainly the most influential person in Taylor’s early life. 
Washington Taylor inspired him to the ministry, left him a prestigious pedigree in 
Baptist denominational life, and provided a model of intellectual, oratorical, 
emotionally-laced preaching Gardner claimed as he came into his own. 
Gardner Calvin Taylor, born on June 18, 1918, was named after his 
grandfather. He was born into a family cradled in Louisiana’s racial and social 
                                                          
4
 For more information on Plessy V. Ferguson see: Harvey Fireside, Separate and Unequal: Homer 
Plessy and the Supreme Court Decision That Legalized Racism (New York: Carroll & Graf, 2003) and 
Charles A. Lofgren, The Plessy Case: A Legal-Historical Interpretation (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1988; Adam Fairclough, Race and Democracy: The Civil Rights Struggle in Louisiana 1915-1972 
(Athens: University of Georgia Press, 1995, 2008) pp. 5-6. Racial laws favoring gens de couleur libre 
(People of Color, Light skinned Negroes) and Slaves ended in 1910.  Fairclough, Race and Democracy, 
p. 17.  Huey Long’s comment is an acknowledgment of common place intermingling of races found in 
Louisiana. 
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uniqueness. Gardner Taylor’s recollections and the 1920 census verify that his 
paternal grandparents, Gardiner, born in 1837, and Charity, born in 1848, were slaves, 
at least one of them in Kentucky. They met in servitude somewhere in Mississippi. 
During the Civil War, Gardiner fought for the Union which provided an army pension 
that he collected until his death. The couple settled into farming life and had three 
children: Gardiner, Jr., Lydia and Gardner’s father, Washington Monroe in 1869. 
After Gardiner, Jr.’s birth in 1865, the Taylors moved to Baton Rouge.5 
Selina Gesell, born in 1888, was reared by her single mother Lelia Rosefield, 
born in 1868, and her great-aunt Gertrude Gibbons, born in 1879, in Baton Rouge. 
Selina and Washington Taylor married in 1904. At Gardner’s birth, his mother was 30 
years old and his father 49. The Taylors lived on South Boulevard in a heavily 
integrated neighborhood which familiarized him with majority social practices and 
traditions. One may surmise that Taylor’s knowledge of the larger society and social 
skills he acquired benefited his life-long interaction with white friends and 
acquaintances.
6
  
As he grew up, Gardner was deeply touched by older friends and family who 
provided him with an understanding of what would be a fundamental cornerstone of 
his life: slavery.  Persons such as his grandparents often told anecdotes of their days in 
bondage. Among these were tales of their move from Mississippi to Louisiana and 
accounts of plans made by slaves to move north to states such as Kansas. Certainly, 
Gardner Taylor met many people who had been slaves, among them Ike Johnson. 
Johnson, who left quite an impression on young Gardner, worked for the Baton Rouge 
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 1870 U.S. Census; Interview, Gardner Taylor, November 12, 2009. 
 
6
 Interview, Ruby Harris, September 1, 2010; Ruby Harris is the first cousin of Gardner Taylor who was 
a member of Mt. Zion Baptist Church and lived a block away from the Taylor’s.  Interview, Gardner C. 
Taylor, November 12, 2009. 
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Electric Company. As a member of Mt. Zion Baptist Church, the church pastored by 
Washington Taylor, Johnson had many opportunities to speak with Gardner. He 
shared stories of his days in bondage, purchased Taylor’s first button-down sweater, 
and often gave silver dollars to Taylor and others. Upon his death, Ike Johnson willed 
his home and other possessions to Gardner Taylor.
7
 
Taylor recalls traveling with his father as he preached on the Sunday circuit. 
One evening, while at Ebenezer Baptist Church, which was located on a plantation in 
Burkeville, they were invited for dinner. The owner’s large mansion, preserved from 
the civil war, stood virtually untouched by weather or time. The Taylors ate in the 
homes of church members who worked on the plantation and lived in houses formerly 
used by slaves, known locally by the colloquial name, the slave quarters. The home 
had walls covered with newspaper for insulation and the ground could be seen 
through the floor.   
“Slavery was still fresh enough to make an impression,” recalled Taylor 
during an interview with television journalist Melvin McCray. Gardner Taylor 
clarified slavery’s influence on his life saying, “I was born 58 years after Slavery so 
that some of the atmosphere that had existed in Slavery was still aboard. They 
(preachers) were feeding people a hope in an almost impossible situation. …It was not 
totally an other-worldly religion.”8 
Ike Johnson, other former slaves, visits to plantations, and the preachers of 
that generation had a remarkable effect on his upbringing and, other than his family, 
were perhaps the most important influence of his early life. Johnson and others 
educated Taylor about slavery and the meaning of living in a post-slavery America. 
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8
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One may discern from Taylor’s multiple references to Johnson that in the years prior 
to his college experience, only his father commands more reverence. These 
experiences, their meaning, and the significance of slavery were branded on Taylor’s 
conscience, framing his views about race and the historic achievement of African-
Americans in post-Civil War America. The legacies of slavery, the paucity of quality 
and equal education, segregation, and economic disparity between races shaped the 
world in which Taylor lived.
9
  
Washington Taylor, or “Wash” as he was known, was a son of slavery’s 
legacy and grew up on bucolic farmland near Baton Rouge. Washington Taylor’s 
niece, Ruby Harris, Gardner’s first cousin on his father’s side of the family, said of 
Wash Taylor, “In stature a very tall, handsome man of color, of great stature as a 
person and in terms of the love of people for him.” 10 
Although Wash Taylor did not finish high school due to his many church and 
denominational commitments, he attended several classes offered by Leland College’s 
high school department. Washington Taylor read many books including scholarly 
works such as Charles Darwin’s The Origin of Species and Robert Ingersoll’s Some 
Mistakes of Moses. By doing so, Wash Taylor kept abreast of the latest theological 
and scientific issues. Certainly, this was not common for rural clergy. Many African-
American clergymen did not have a high school education. By mid-century, only 10 
percent had some type of professional religious training.
11
 Washington Taylor’s 
vigorous reading of scholarly material was unusual and proved to be an example to 
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his son Gardner. Occasionally needing assistance, Selina helped her husband with the 
technical aspects of English. Gardner attributes his father’s rapid rise as a preacher to 
his constant reading and Selina’s tutelage.12  
Washington was baptized by Hannibal Williams at the Mt. Zion Baptist 
Church in Baton Rouge and acknowledged his call to ministry age 17. He received his 
license to preach on January 21, 1893. Six months later, he accepted the pastorate of 
Morning Star Baptist Church on Highland Road in Baton Rouge. Later, he pastored 
several churches, some of them at the same time, a common practice among pastors of 
that day. He served at Ebenezer Baptist Church of Burkeville, New Rising Sun 
Baptist Church, Jerusalem Baptist Church, and First African Mount Zion Baptist 
Church, known as Mt. Zion, all in Baton Rouge. At the end of his career, Washington 
“rode the circuit,” serving Ebenezer, Morning Star, and Mt. Zion churches 
simultaneously.
13
  
  In addition, Washington Taylor was also a denominational leader. He served 
as moderator of the Fourth District Baptist Association of Baton Rouge, Louisiana, 
President of the Louisiana Baptist Convention, and Vice President-at-Large of the 
National Baptist Convention, U. S. A.  He served contemporaneously with convention 
treasurer A. D. Williams, grandfather of American Civil Rights leader Martin Luther 
King, Jr. Their friendship forged in National Baptist denominational work would 
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occasions. 
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become the foundation of a friendship between Gardner Taylor and Martin Luther 
King, Jr.
14
 
Elias Camp Morris of Helena, Arkansas, president of the National Baptist 
Convention, U. S. A., for more than 27 years, died on September 5, 1922. During his 
administration, all African-American Baptist conventions were united. With three 
million members, the denomination became the largest African-American religious 
group in the United States. In 1915, the convention split over control of the publishing 
board in a dispute that pitted Rev. R. H. Boyd, founder of the publishing house, 
against E.C. Morris. A majority of convention members believed that the National 
Baptist Publishing Board should be controlled and operated by the convention rather 
than the Boyd family. The disagreement resulted in the creation of the National 
Baptist Convention of America, (Unincorporated). John Hope Franklin and Alfred A. 
Moss, Jr., state, “The older organization (the Morris Convention) continued, keeping 
almost twice as many members as the new one.” Washington Taylor had the honor of 
eulogizing E. C. Morris who had become an important and seminal figure in African-
American denominational life.
15
 
    Gardner Taylor remembers conversations about his father succeeding 
Morris as president of the National Baptist Convention. Some convention leaders 
favored the candidacy of L. K. Williams of Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, IL. 
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Williams was held in high regard as a preacher and leader. During his tenure, Olivet 
became one of the largest Baptist churches in the United States. American religious 
historian Wallace Best notes that while Olivet’s membership in 1916 was 2,670, by 
the mid-1920s membership had exploded between 11,000 and 14,000 congregants.
16
  
Although Washington Taylor was a force in convention politics, serving as its 
vice-president and the president of Louisiana Baptist, he decided against seeking a 
higher office. Gardner Taylor echoed his father’s conviction that “Things were 
moving north. Louisiana was not Chicago!” African-Americans were migrating north 
in large numbers, seeking employment and relief from segregation and discrimination. 
Between 1890 and 1930, 2.5 million African-Americans moved to the region, with 
500,000 African-Americans migrating between 1915 and 1916 alone. Washington 
Taylor sensed these demographic changes and correctly assessed Chicago’s growing 
importance. The African-American population of Chicago had increased from 30,150 
in 1900 to 109,458 in 1920. By 1940, 277,731 African-Americans resided in 
Chicago.
17
  
Northern migration meant the urbanization of African-Americans and, by 
default, the urbanization of the ministers who went there to lead new congregations or 
simply follow members who had relocated there. The Great Migration, as it is known, 
ensured that many of the nation’s largest African-American churches would be 
located in the large urban cities. E. Franklin Frazier confirms the growth of northern 
churches in The Negro Church in America, stating, “The average membership of a 
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Negro church in the North was close to 800 while the average for the South was less 
than half that number.”18 
Because of his foresight regarding the future leadership role of northern 
churches, Washington Taylor chose to support L. K. Williams. In turn, Wash Taylor 
retained his position as convention vice president. Though today Washington is 
mostly remembered as the father of Gardner, in his day, he was among the most well-
known black preachers in America. Washington Taylor stood in the progressive 
leadership tradition of late nineteenth, early twentieth century African-American 
clergyman.  
W. E. B. DuBois, an educator, public intellectual, editor of the National 
Association for the Advancement of Colored People’s Crisis magazine and the first 
African-American to receive a PhD from Harvard University, writing at the turn of 
the twentieth century mused, “The Negro church of today is the social center of Negro 
life in the United States and the most characteristic expression of African character.” 
As life revolved around churches, each became a community center. Segregated as a 
people into communities unto themselves, education, political planning, and social 
events emanated from church work. The church was central to life and many 
components of life were in its orbit. This created what Albert Raboteau called “a 
sense of place.” The church held memories and functioned as a town square. This was 
also true of Taylor who traveled with his father as he performed is pastoral duties and 
to church services.
19
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Pastors for churches were among the most respected people in the community. 
The central figure in this universe of life was the preacher. DuBois contends, “The 
Preacher is the most unique personality developed by the Negro on American soil. A 
leader, a politician, an orator, a boss, an intriguer, an idealist, all these he is, and ever, 
too, the center of a group of men, now twenty, now thousand in number.”  Leadership 
of African-Americans fell upon these members of the clergy. As significant 
inhabitants of their communities, especially those who held large pastorates, 
bishoprics, or university presidencies, many used their positions to further the 
political and social aspirations of African-Americans. This is especially true among 
those gifted with excellent oratorical abilities.
20
    
Washington Taylor, though lesser known than his contemporaries, served as a 
peer of E.C. Morris, president of the National Baptist Convention; L. K. Williams, 
successor to E.C. Morris; C. T. Walker, famed pastor of Tabernacle Baptist Church, 
Augusta, GA; and Henry McNeal Turner, Bishop of the African Methodist Episcopal 
Church. However, Wash Taylor holds a distinction of enormous historical 
importance: he was the last Vice President-At-Large of a united National Baptist 
Convention.
21
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Washington Taylor’s abilities as a minister impressed many. Gardner Taylor 
scholar Gerald Thomas, PhD, interviewed Herman Stewart, a childhood friend of 
Gardner Taylor’s, who witnessed Washington Taylor in his role as a minister. Stewart 
recalled, “He was the man at that time, Wash Taylor was. When he said something, 
that was it!” He would even give the governor’s inauguration prayer in Louisiana. 
When he married you, he didn’t have no book. When he would bury you, he didn’t 
have no book, he did not read nothing.” C.D. Simmons, erstwhile pastor in Louisville, 
Kentucky, remembers Wash Taylor as a remarkable preacher, having heard him in 
1924. He recalls Washington Taylor’s baccalaureate sermon at Foster’s High School, 
stating, “He preached like the old style, much emotion and power, but with eloquent 
language. His method was different.”22 
Simmons suggests that Wash Taylor did not preach in the rural “whopping” 
style-a method of delivery in which one nearly sings words, common among the 
uneducated African-American clergyman of his day. Whopping is the legacy of 
African chants, musical intonations, woven into the preaching moment. This 
“homiletical musicality” as Professor Jon Michael Spencer labels the tradition, was 
not universally practiced, but did infuse the culture of church life with emotional, 
passionate preaching. This fervent delivery occurs even when whopping is not 
present. Washington Taylor merged the passion of the African-American preaching 
experience with the learning he acquired. Ruby Harris says of his content, “He was a 
great preacher, eloquent and intelligent. He often said, now you have something to 
survive the week with. His preaching was also a teaching.” This fervent delivery 
occurs even when whopping is not present. Washington Taylor merged the passion of 
                                                          
22
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Page | 39 
 
the African-American preaching experience with the learning he acquired. Ruby 
Harris says of his content, “He was a great preacher, eloquent and intelligent. He 
often said, now you have something to survive the week with. His preaching was also 
a teaching.”23  
Among the experiences that had a lasting impact on Gardner Taylor were the 
times he spent listening to his father speak. Taylor has vivid memories of the many 
sermons he heard as a child. For many years, Taylor kept among his most treasured 
possessions several outlines and manuscripts of those sermons. Among Taylor’s 
favorite outlines was a theme common for that era, A Balm in Gilead. Washington 
Taylor’s outline would serve as the basis on which Gardner Taylor would develop one 
of his most famous sermons by the same title.
24
 
Recalling the language skills of his father and mother, Gardner Taylor 
declared, “They had a natural feel for the essential music of the English language 
wedded to an intimate and emotional affection for the great transactions of the 
Scriptures.” Recently, one of Washington Taylor’s addresses as President of the 
Louisiana Baptist Convention was transcribed. Wash Taylor’s adroit use of the 
English language was remarkable for a person without formal education.
25
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Importantly, this well-informed style, delivered in the traditional manner of the time, 
reflects the style and content heard by Gardner Taylor: 
 
The brief hour of dawn precedes the light of day. The sun arises 
veiled by the mists of earth till at length its power dispels them 
and its rays burst forth with unimpeded refulgence. The 
preaching of John the Baptist was the dawn of the glorious day 
of Christianity. In the personal ministry of our Savior the sun of 
righteousness arose, but so dense were the mists of prejudice on 
the minds of his disciples that he unveiled but little of his glory 
even to them and the instructions he did give were but 
imperfectly comprehended to the ‘might rushing wind,’ the 
symbol of the Spirit’s power, which cleared the clouds which 
till the Pentecostal day had enveloped their minds.
26
 
 
  Although Gardner Taylor was barely a teenager when his father died, he often 
quoted statements spoken by his father and copied his style. Grand rhetorical moves, a 
rich working vocabulary, and adept elocution exhibited by his father in the state 
convention sermon and other messages would become a part of what Martha 
Simmons and Brad Braxton call Gardner Taylor’s “sacred eloquence.” 27 
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Washington Taylor experienced good health most of his life, having had only 
one operation for an abdominal problem in 1921 or 1922. But he did develop a serious 
heart condition in 1928 and ultimately died in 1931 at the age of 62.  Gardner Taylor 
suggests that open-heart surgery had been considered a possible remedy, but did not 
occur because medical care for African-Americans was limited in its scope and 
effectiveness. An only child of 12 years old, Gardner recalls the day after his father’s 
death, when guests had departed and the home was silent, he asked his mother, “What 
shall we do now?”  She replied, “God will provide.”28 
 Three months later, Gardner remembers a heart-wrenching scene during 
which Francis Kins of the Mt. Zion Burial Society visited their home. It was 
customary for the pastor to receive 3 or 4 dollars when plots in the church’s cemetery 
were sold by the Society. Selina Taylor and her son stood at the screen door as Kins 
informed them that they would not be able to share any future offerings with her. 
Indeed, financial concerns were foremost in Selina Taylor’s mind. Fortunately, Wash 
Taylor, after noticing how a local widow had spent her inheritance on local men, 
decided, due to a fear that Selina might follow her example, to move all of his money 
from local banks to real estate. He could not have known then, but Washington 
Taylor’s actions protected his family from the harshest effects of the Great 
Depression. Nevertheless, this did leave his wife with considerable debt after his 
death.
29
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Economic news was not good in 1931. The Great Depression tore the soul out 
of the national economy.  In many respects, influential Standard Oil, holding what 
historian David Kennedy termed “baronial sway,” was Louisiana’s second largest 
employer, a leader in a consistently profitable industry that proved to be a light of 
hope “saving Baton Rouge from the worst of the Great Depression.” Noting the high 
regard for employment at Standard Oil, Gardner Taylor recalled, “Many of us thought 
Mr. Wello …was head of all of Standard Oil. We did not know that Standard Oil of 
Baton Rouge was just a branch of Standard Oil in New Jersey.” 30  
As women were not hired in the labor-intensive oil industry, work was not 
available to Selina Taylor. But, then, work was not always guaranteed for men, either. 
A Mt. Zion deacon who was a family friend discovered this for himself, stopping by 
the Taylor home to say, “I got laid off today!”31 Yet during this trying period, it was 
Standard Oil that, by possessing the world’s largest refinery, was able to provide the 
fuel that kept the economic fires of Baton Rouge lit. Taylor attributes the economic 
survival of Baton Rouge’s African-American schools and churches to Standard Oil’s 
overall undergirding of the Louisiana economy. To be sure, the stream of revenue 
derived from Louisiana’s enormous mineral wealth ensured that Huey Long’s welfare 
state would continue to be funded. As African-Americans were beneficiaries of these 
social programs, Gardner Taylor also benefited from the food provisions, free 
textbooks, classroom improvements and health care.
32
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The Great Depression crippled the country. Everyone, especially a widow with 
a child to rear, was concerned with making ends meet. Jobs in high paying fields were 
scarce and mainly available only to men. With the nation deep in debt, Selina Taylor, 
who until then had been a housewife, considered what she would do to provide for her 
son. Fortunately, James Frazier, who had been friends with Washington Taylor, 
offered her a job in education. She had previously attended secondary school at Baton 
Rouge College, the only school in which African-Americans could enroll. Therefore, 
she furthered her education at Southern University, obtaining the required teaching 
credential, while working at Perkins Road School. On a salary of $52.00 a month 
(white teachers were paid $104.00), Selina took care of Gardner and paid off her 
mortgages, all of which had been sold to a Mrs. Robertson, a white resident of Baton 
Rouge who purchased the debt as an investment. Selina and her son often visited Mrs. 
Robertson to discuss affairs, but only on her porch because she did not allow people 
of color inside as visitors. Through a unique arrangement uncommon during 
segregation, mortgages held by Mrs. Robertson were paid. Gardner Taylor went on to 
hold many of these same properties well into the twenty-first century.
33
  
Aunt Gertrude, who lived in a neighboring home, and later with the Taylors 
during the last years of Washington Taylor’s life, assisted with such tasks as cooking 
meals and helping with Gardner’s upbringing. Taylor says of Gibbons, “I think my 
Aunt Gert had as much to do with my rearing as my mother, really. Gert was a 
woman of firm conviction, not religious, and remained that way. My mother was kind 
of soft. Gert put steel in me”34   
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Gardner seemed to be captivated by books he read from home, local libraries 
and others supplied by friends and family like Theresa Noble, a Southern University 
student and adopted daughter of Aunt Gert. Noble gave the following account: 
 
He would stay up all night to read a book if he had to give it 
back the next day. The furnished libraries were for White 
people, and even though outs was not the best equipped, it was 
the best that we had. He would tell me to bring him a book 
home because there were not any he could get from the library 
here. And when I would bring them home, he would read them 
so fast, that the librarian asked me, “Are you reading all of 
those books?” I told her no, “I’m taking them to Gardner so he 
could read them.” She said, “Ask him what kind he likes,” And 
so I did, and he replied, “Mysteries, mystery books.” She sent 
those and others that he needed to read as well. All while I was 
in college, I had to keep him supplied with books to read, 
`cause that is one thing he would do; he would read.”35  
  
Gardner began his elementary education at Baton Rouge schools, first, Ready 
Street, then later at Perkins Road. By the fourth grade he was a student in Mrs. Tody 
Thomas’s class. A visiting psychologist from Louisiana State University had given 
students an IQ test. At the time, Gardner’s score was the highest fourth grade score in 
the history of Louisiana. “Professor” Frazier, as senior teachers were known, 
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discussed the results with Washington Taylor. The test was repeated with the same 
result. 
36
  
Although by all accounts Gardner was a very intelligent child, interestingly, he 
was only an average elementary student who did not improve academically until he 
began secondary school at McKinley High School, the first high school for African-
Americans in the state of Louisiana which graduated its first senior class in 1916. 
Teachers emphasized hard work, believing that a better day was coming. Gardner 
began to excel in school while vigorously participating in debate and playing football 
for the McKinley Bulldogs. Having earned the honor of being class valedictorian, 
Taylor graduated in 1934, leading a class of 38.
37
 
College education for African-Americans was not widely available or 
accepted. Southern University was established and chartered in 1880 as the state’s 
first public university for people of color. Though initially founded in New Orleans, it 
was ultimately moved to Baton Rouge in 1914. Church-affiliated Straight University 
and New Orleans University did educate African-American students in New Orleans. 
As African-American churches considered education a part of their mission, parochial 
schools provided most of the available education. And so it was that with limited 
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choices and a pastor who was president of Leland College in nearby Baker, Louisiana, 
it is understandable that Taylor would enroll at the local institution.
38
 
J. A. Bacoats, born in 1892 in Farmersville, Louisiana, was president of 
Leland and successor to Washington Taylor as pastor of First Mt. Zion Baptist Church 
in Baton Rouge. Educated at Virginia Union University and Oberlin Graduate School 
of Theology, Bacoats was among the most accomplished African-Americans citizens. 
He had an outstanding record of achievement as a college administrator and preacher. 
He also become a mentor to Gardner and employed him as his driver. 
39
 
Leland College was founded in 1870 by Holbrook Chamberlain and named for 
his father-in-law, John Leland of Massachusetts. Originally located in New Orleans, 
Leland was moved to Baker in 1923 after its campus was destroyed by fire. Its 
educational mission was to provide education for all regardless of race, creed or color. 
Leland was a small, but thriving institution that became affiliated with the African-
American Baptists of Louisiana. With notions of helping African-Americans 
overcome “Jim Crow,” Gardner began his studies with an eye toward law in 1934. 40  
While striving for academic excellence, Gardner played center on the football 
team and led Leland’s debate team. Well-liked by his classmates, they often heard 
him in his room preparing. His Leland dorm mate Daniel Haley recounted: 
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In the dormitory, the only thing that separated us for three years 
was a wall. My room was right next to his room. And often 
times I would walk out of my room and Gardner Taylor would 
be in his room a lot of times alone and you could hear him 
speaking and going through lectures. At that time it did not 
seem as if he was inclined to become a minister. When he 
debated, you already knew which side was going to win. He 
had a well-trained mind and was very skillful, but even with all 
of that he was modest and well liked. He as kind of like a 
Churchill. He carried himself portly.
41
 
 
 Leland’s budding clergymen, H. Beecher Hicks, Sr., Victor Washington, and 
C.V. Jackson, friend Alton Locke, and roommates Brother Tyler and Howard Godfrey 
were the unlucky recipients of Taylor’s debating skills. Often using material from 
Robert Ingersoll’s Some Mistakes of Moses, he challenged fellow students to prove 
their beliefs about God. They found it difficult to respond to the arguments he put 
forth. This is not to say that Taylor did not believe in God; he did. Rather, he enjoyed 
the thrill of debate and comedy which often ensued. Gardner has often indicated 
enormous regret for causing such scenes because now he preaches belief in the God of 
those whom he challenged in jest. 
 Gardner Taylor attended college when Huey Long was at the height of his 
political powers. His rise from local attorney in Winnfield Parish to Governor was 
meteoric. The “Kingfish,” as he was known, held the undisputable iron hand over 
Louisiana’s political affairs. But also under Long, conditions for African-Americans 
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improved. New textbooks, roads, bridges, and additional hospital care inspired 
significant numbers of African-Americans to vote for Long.
42
  
 Long may have improved circumstances for African-Americans; however, he 
was not a racial progressive, believing in segregation and white racial superiority. But 
because he was more concerned with winning elections, he understood that growing 
numbers of African-American voters would be loyal to him because of his moderate, 
yet still unequal, treatment of them. Moreover, Adam Fairclough states, “Long struck 
deals with whomever he could, and how his allies dealt with blacks did not concern 
him. In fact, as far as race was concerned supporters and opponents alike were free to 
treat blacks as they would.”43 
  Even with his obvious racial bigotry and failure to change the oppressive 
hegemony of his era, Huey Long engendered warm feelings and respect from African-
Americans. Gardner Taylor suggests, “Things were so bad for Black people that 
anyone who showed some care for Black people was appreciated.” In this spirit, 
Taylor would display an attitude toward Long that was common for the day.
44
  
Long did hope to one day turn his political ambitions toward the White House, 
but he would not live long enough to seek the presidency. On September 8, 1935, 
physician Carl Weiss, angry because his father-in-law was left with no reasonable 
chance at re-election, went to the State Capital Building to confront Senator Long, 
and shot him. Long died two days later. Gardner Taylor and others felt deep emotion 
over the loss of someone who had been of some benefit to African-Americans. 
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Transported from the scene, Gardner and his friends watched as attendants carried 
Senator Long’s body to Rabenhorst Funeral Home. Later, Gardner stood with tens of 
thousands during the service presided over by well-known Share-the-Wealth leader 
Rev. L. K. Smith.
45
 
 As Gardner Taylor neared graduation, he began formulating future plans. His 
heart was set on becoming an attorney and/or political leader, professions for which 
he seemed extremely well-suited because of his debating skills and speaking ability. 
In 1937, no African-American had ever been admitted to the Louisiana Bar. Friends 
and acquaintances teased him saying, “Where will you practice, in the Mississippi?” 
After being denied entry to several law schools, perhaps in part because Leland 
College was unaccredited, Taylor received a letter from the University of Michigan 
Law School, indicating that he had been accepted for conditional admission 
(probation).
46
  
President Bacoats employed young Taylor as his driver. During the spring of 
1937, an event occurred that forever changed Taylor’s path. The first published 
account of the story appeared in Ebony Magazine in February of 1963. Taylor wrote: 
 
I was the chauffeur for my (Leland) college president, Dr. J.A. 
Bacoats, whom I still admire as a man of rare integrity and 
honor. Late on a spring afternoon of my senior year at Leland, I 
was rushing back to the campus along Highway 61 in Dr. 
Bacoats’s car when Death brushed ever so close. Two white 
men in an old Ford suddenly veered across the highway. I 
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slammed the brakes and steered the car toward the ditch. Too 
late! One man was dead or dying, blood gushed out of his 
nostrils and mouth and ears. The other was lying groaning on 
the side of the road. The only witnesses were a poor farmer 
plowing in his field by the road and a local Baptist preacher 
named Jesse Sharkey who was on his way from work at the 
Standard Oil Company. Remember, this was rural Louisiana 
and the year was 1937. Lynching was then more than a dark 
memory in the national reflection. However, a strange calm 
came over me that April afternoon and a Strong Figure whom 
my father and mother had first mentioned to me came back to 
stand at my side. God was real again, very real. The next 
morning at the inquest, both of these poor white men testified 
that I was in no way responsible for the fatal accident. Dr. 
Bacoats bought a new car that afternoon and I drove him to 
New Orleans the next morning, not even having been detained 
for questioning and this was rural Louisiana in 1937. My quick 
brush with death that afternoon, either from the accident or at 
the hands of a mob, turned me imperiously toward 
consideration of the meaning of my life and the ultimate 
purpose of human existence. Consequently, upon the 
recommendation of Dr. Bacoats, I went to Oberlin Graduate 
School of Theology, sure that the “Old Blessed Figure,” God 
Page | 51 
 
about whom I had first heard from my parents, willed it so. I 
have never lost that assurance!
47
 
 
After reviewing more than 10,000 pages of sermons, newspaper and magazine 
articles, and published interviews and books, only two extended retellings of this 
important incident were found. The other appears in William Myers’s The Irresistible 
Urge to Preach.  Over the years, in hundreds of sermons and speeches and interviews, 
Taylor mentions the accident on Highway 61.
48
 Among the two primary accounts and 
various brief mentions of the accident, four parts of the story are consistently 
mentioned. 
 First, Taylor was shaken by the fact that a man died in the incident. Second, 
Jesse Sharkey is mentioned with appreciation. The other person who stood in the field 
with Sharkey is never mentioned in any sermon, interview, or conversation. Taylor 
states this is the case because he only learned Sharkey’s name at the inquest which 
occurred the next day. As the other gentlemen did not attend the hearing; his name has 
been lost to history.
49
 Third, Taylor consistently mentions that it was “1937 in 
Louisiana.” What he refers to is the racist attitudes that existed in the segregated state. 
His statement is a confession of the fear he faced at being lynched or sentenced to 
prison after an unfair proceeding. Historian Nell Painter contends that African-
Americans faced all-white juries “rushing to justice.” Considering that a white person 
died and discriminatory practices were common-place, Taylor’s fears were justified. 
Fourth, Gardner Taylor’s future plans changed from a career in law to ministry. In his 
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interview with William Myers, Taylor describes the importance of this change and his 
previous feelings about not wanting to become a preacher: 
 
The call grew out of this. I would not want to say that that was 
the cause of it. I would not want to say that I have surrendered 
to this without it. I can’t disentangle these things. I cannot 
untangle these things. I just don’ know…I think I was 
determined not to preach, until finally I said I will. I was 
determined not to. I don’t know anything on earth that I wanted 
to be less, than I did a preacher. I don’t know anything on earth 
now more I want to be, than a preacher.
50
 
 
What Gardner Taylor describes is his call experience, the moment at which 
clergymen feel compelled by God to enter professional ministry. The accident caused 
his first public religious expression in which Taylor acknowledged his acceptance of 
his father’s profession as his own. This is not to say that prior to this Gardner Taylor 
was not a practicing Christian; he was. Rather, his acknowledgment occasioned the 
most personal of religious experiences in a way that was akin to the expressions of 
faith demonstrated by his mother and father. It gave evidence of a conversion that 
existed, but heretofore had not been observed through any public commitment. 
Taylor’s expression included a profession of faith, but also his acceptance of Christian 
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ministry as a profession. Gardner accepted that his deliverance was more than 
coincidence. It was an act of God whose presence was now a heartfelt reality. 
  The accident was a call experience in that he accepted it as a divine directive 
determinative of professional vocation. William Myers, a scholar of the ministerial 
call, suggests that the call is “validated by a variety of aural, ocular, and sensory signs 
such as vision, voices, accidents, and awakenings at unusual times.” Gardner Taylor 
experienced all of these and had what Myer’s labels as “the irresistible urge to 
preach.”51 To be sure, the accident on Highway 61 was the most profoundly 
transformative experience of Taylor’s life. It had such a tremendous impact that even 
at age 91 he comes to tears recalling the story. 
 Gardner Taylor delivered his first sermon at the Mt. Zion Church; his feet 
placed squarely where his father stood for so many years to a standing-room-only 
audience. Many of those present were female students from Leland who, on the day of 
the tragic accident, had incorrectly received word of their star football center’s death 
while being chastised by President Bacoats for misbehavior
52.  His subject: “Come 
and Follow me and I will make you Fishers of Men.” Gerald Thomas records Taylor’s 
confession: “I got the outline from (Charles) Spurgeon, but I put the flesh on it.”53 As 
English Professor Keith Miller suggests, in terms of sermon preparation, it is common 
for ministers to use the outlines or phrases of fellow clergymen. This is especially true 
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in African-American churches. Unlike Martin Luther King, Jr.’s plagiarism of large 
sections of sermon material and academic passages, Gardner Taylor’s use of an 
outline should be perceived as accepted practice.
54
 
 Having earned additional credits during summer sessions at Southern 
University, Gardner Taylor neared graduation and prepared to begin theological 
studies at either Oberlin Graduate School of Theology or Colgate Rochester Divinity 
School. Dr. Bacoats was a graduate of Oberlin, but Gardner Taylor’s beloved religion 
professor Dr. James Hudson was a graduate of Morehouse, Colgate, and Boston 
University, the last from which he earned his doctorate. In the end, he chose and was 
admitted to Oberlin. Given that he had never been outside of the state and only a 
handful of African-American clergymen in Louisiana had earned an accredited 
seminary degree, Gardner’s monumental decision would change his life forever.55 
 Influenced by his mentors and supported by his family, Taylor was 
determined to attend Oberlin. Moreover, having lived as an African-American in 
1930s segregationist Louisiana, Taylor may have been motivated by the desire to 
overcome misconceptions about the intellectual capacity of African-Americans and 
southerners.  Joseph Norman Evans, a scholar and pastor, has written that Taylor’s 
pursuit of education was influenced by his southern upbringing.  Evans surmises: 
 
 …as a black southerner, Taylor lived with another kind 
of “double consciousness, “a cultural distinction that suggested 
black people were not only devoid of comparison with northern 
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standards.  In addition, because of race, blacks were believed to 
be unequal to northern and southern whites. Poverty and racism 
lead to an inferiority complex for many African American 
Southerners. Thus, Taylor’s intellectual pursuits may have been 
influenced and fueled by northern arrogance and by his need to 
prove equality with southern and north whites. He like many 
other southerners found that equality could be achieved through 
intellectual pursuits. An obvious choice was in the power of 
literacy.
56
  
 
Prior to beginning his journey to Ohio, Gardner sat with friend Dan Nash 
while he read the Pittsburgh Courier. An article acknowledged Laura Scott’s 
achievement in becoming a member of Phi Beta Kappa at Oberlin College. Gardner 
said, “Nash, when I get to Oberlin I am going to meet that girl.” He left Louisiana by 
train in the fall of 1937 the long way around, stopping in Chicago and arriving a week 
later in Oberlin, Ohio.  Gardner had never been in a setting that was not segregated. 
For the first time, he experienced integration as his train crossed the Mason-Dixon 
Line. 
57
 
 Presbyterians John Shipheard and Philo Stewart founded Oberlin College in 
1833 in the small city of Oberlin, Ohio, near Cleveland. Under the presidency of 
Charles Albert Finney, the school became known for its strong anti-slavery stance. 
Oberlin became the first college in the United States to regularly admit African-
Americans and women in 1935 and 1937, respectively. Mary Jane Patterson 
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graduated from Oberlin in 1862, becoming the first African-American woman to earn 
a Bachelor of Arts degree. The college was a natural choice for African-Americans 
who sought higher education.
58
  
 At Oberlin, Taylor’s new home away from home, he encountered a school 
moving aggressively toward individual participation in social action through 
community groups such as the YMCA and YWCA. Students were encouraged to 
participate in local church groups where participation in activities for social uplift was 
stressed. This kind of social interaction was a direct result of the Christian liberal 
tradition born in the college’s support of abolition and its progressive drive toward 
racial integration and equality on campus.
59
   
 Oberlin’s faculty embodied the liberal protestant tradition. Dr. Thomas 
Graham, professor of Homiletics, served as dean of the Graduate School of Theology.  
Dr. Clarence Craig and Herbert Gordon May taught New Testament and Old 
Testament, respectively. Leonard Albert Stidley was professor of Religious 
Education. Walter Marshall Horton, Fairchild Professor of Theology, taught 
preaching and theology. Faculty such as these had national reputations for their 
preaching and scholarship. Dr. Horton, perhaps the most famous among the graduate 
theology faculty, commanded respect from all who knew his work and his classes.  
His were among Taylor’s favorite courses that had the most influence upon his 
ongoing desire to become a great preacher. Horton observed Taylor’s skill at public-
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speaking. Gardner submitted a sermon outline on Ephesians Chapter One in which 
Horton wrote, “Never give up on your preaching.”60  
Taylor was in awe of these professors and strove to achieve their respect. 
Years later, James Earl Massey, 1964 Oberlin graduate, sitting in an Oberlin 
classroom and looking out of the window, observed Taylor and Horton walking 
together. He recalls, “I saw Walter Marshall Horton walking with Dr. Taylor. I saw 
how they talked with each other. The two had developed a close bond indicating a 
level of great respect each had for the other.” Later during that visit, Gardner Taylor 
spoke on campus, one of the many times he would preach on the campus.
61
 
The Sunday after he arrived in Oberlin, Gardner visited Mt. Zion Baptist 
Church that was pastored by Rev. Homer Tucker. Later that week, he met Laura 
Taylor at a church social. Gardner was taken. During their first conversation, he told 
the story of how he had seen her in the Pittsburgh Courier. The fact he had seen her 
picture grabbed her attention. Taylor scholar Gerald Thomas cites Laura Taylor’s 
reaction: “I saw him when he first came to Oberlin, but it was at the social when he 
introduced himself to me and stated that he had seen my picture in the Pittsburgh 
Courier. I must admit that I was interested in the fact he had seen my picture in the 
newspaper.” Indeed, more than 70 years later, Gardner Taylor enjoys describing the 
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event and her reactions. “She went around telling everyone that I had seen her 
picture.” Their romance had begun in earnest 62  
Although Gardner Taylor was excited about being in Ohio, he seriously 
considered leaving Oberlin. An enthusiastic Taylor, perhaps excessively so, wanted to 
preach in any pulpit he could find, so much so that he was willing to abandon 
theological education altogether and the possibility of courting his future wife in order 
to pursue full-time professional ministry. Gardner believed that actively doing 
ministry was just as important as being a student. As he had no pulpit of his own, he 
thought of either obtaining one or preaching from place to place as an evangelist. 
Taylor desired the experience and joy of preaching as much as he wished to become 
an educated clergyman. His mother called some of his father’s friends, like Pastor A. 
L. Boone of Cleveland, Ohio, and Pastor W. H. Jernigan of Mt. Carmel Baptist 
Church in Washington, D.C., who convinced him to remain in school and accept that 
opportunities for ministry would follow graduation. Taylor did begin preaching at 
churches in the Oberlin area, including Mt. Zion, the Church of God in Christ, 
Bethany Baptist Church Cleveland, and Second Methodist Church on Sunday 
evenings where he held a forum on faith, politics, and other issues.
63
  
He quickly developed a friendship with James B. Casey of Louisville, who 
had been on board the same train as Taylor, and Charles Walker of New Jersey. Casey 
and Walker often accompanied him to engagements. Charles Walker arranged for 
Taylor to speak at several meetings, including Oberlin’s Vashti Club of which Laura 
Bell Scott, his future wife, was a member and president. Laura was a native of 
Oberlin, Ohio, a lover of the arts, particularly music and theater, and an active 
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member of nearby Mount Zion Baptist Church. One afternoon prior to leaving for 
Oberlin, Taylor sat with friend Dan Nash on his mother’s porch while reading the 
Pittsburgh Courier.  It was there that Taylor took note of an article of celebrating 
Laura’s graduation from Oberlin as a member Phi Beta Kappa, commenting, “Nash, 
when I get to Oberlin, I am going to meet this girl.” 64  
 Later, Pastor Homer J. Tucker invited Taylor to speak at Mount Zion Baptist 
Church’s 1938 Lenten Service. He delivered a sermon which he refined and polished 
many times entitled, “A Balm in Gilead.” Church member Laura Scott commented on 
Taylor’s abilities: “I realized after listening to that first sermon that he had a 
command of the English language and how beautifully phrased it was. And the more 
he began to preach, the more honed those skills became, until people came to hear 
him because of the way he expressed things. The way he used language and imagery 
during his sermons, made whatever he was talking about come alive. I had heard 
many of the student preachers, but none of them impressed me as he did.”65   
During one of Taylor’s Sunday evening forums, Deacons Jim Crown and Ben 
Barrett, members of the Bethany Baptist Church, requested that he preach for them 
the following Sunday morning. His subject: “Gathering Around the Table.” 
Afterwards, the congregation extended an invitation for him to preach there every 
Sunday. Eight months later, he accepted an offer to become their permanent pastor. 
Gardner Taylor’s years at Bethany were uneventful, but proved to be economically 
difficult years. Every Sunday he paid 30 cents each way to travel by bus to deliver the 
message for three dollars pay. He recalls standing after services, praying that someone 
would invite him to dinner. Bill and Essie Triplett, Deacon Ben Heady and his wife, 
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Mrs. Mary Kendal, and Sherman Benberry and his brother Lester were among those 
who did ask and had genuine interest in Taylor’s well-being. Taylor recalls having 
dinner with the Heady family “who would never let me stay at that church. He lived 
in a coal yard. You could taste the flakes of coal, but I was very grateful for it.”66 
Bethany Baptist Church member, Mary Kendal recalled the years during 
Taylor’s pastorate, saying: 
 
I was a member of the church when they called him. He had a 
good reputation at Oberlin, a nice gentleman, very down to 
earth with a good appetite. He loved macaroni and cheese. He 
was from my home state Louisiana where I had heard of his 
father Wash Taylor, but I did not know him. He was just 
starting out and everybody liked him, so that kind of made it 
easy for him. We loved him. My daughter’s wedding was the 
first one he had ever performed, and he was more nervous than 
they were. He was the kind of person you could have a lot of 
fun off of. He did not put on any airs, just accepted that we 
were poor people from the south.
67
  
 
The attendance at Bethany Baptist Church, which initially had been very 
small, soon filled with people coming to hear the young man from Oberlin School of 
Theology. Gardner Taylor’s ministry at Bethany Church was a time of preparation. 
There he learned the fundamentals of church work: preaching, pastoral care, leading 
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worship, and serving others. Without a doubt, these formative experiences would 
prove vital in the large churches he would later serve. 
 The role of the pastor in a church where the membership is very small with a 
solo pastor differs greatly from churches where a minister may serve as the head 
pastor (i.e., senior pastor) of a multi-staff team whose membership demands that a 
number of ordained persons  be employed to meet a congregation’s needs. Taylor was 
a solo pastor at a very young age. Therefore, he provided most of the Sunday 
sermons, personally led the congregation through the order of service, visited the sick, 
and exercised administrative leadership over the church’s activities, both religious and 
practical day-to-day office operations. Through this work, he gained personal 
knowledge of the functions of every facet of church life.
68
 
 Shortly after her own graduation, Laura Scott took a job at Avery Institute in 
Charleston, SC. Avery was a normal school (schools that provided secondary 
education) that was the first such accredited school for African-Americans in the city 
of Charleston. The school expanded its mission to include teacher training for many 
who would serve in small urban and rural schools. Originally established by the 
American Missionary Society, the Institute, first named for Lewis Tappan, was later 
renamed Avery in honor of a gift from clergyman Charles Avery. Although the 
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Institute has been closed since 1954, its mission continues as the Avery Center for 
African-American History and Culture.
69
  
Laura and Gardner continued a courtship that would last over two years with 
Gardner continuing his studies at Oberlin while Laura worked at Avery. Their 
frequent visits occurred as often as both could manage amidst their busy schedules. 
Taylor finally graduated from Oberlin in 1940. Famed English preacher George 
Buttrick, pastor of the Madison Avenue Presbyterian Church in New York City, 
delivered the commencement address.
70
 
Pastor Homer Tucker married Laura and Gardner on August 25, 1940, in her 
mother’s living room. The end of summer should have been a jubilant time filled with 
joy for graduation and happiness from marrying Laura, the woman whom he first saw 
in the Pittsburgh Courier in 1937.  But after the celebrations, Laura returned to Avery 
Institute where she continued teaching for nearly an academic year. And Gardner had 
to make one of the greatest decisions of his life.  
For his future, Gardner had a few options. One was offered by Selina Taylor, 
asking him to return to Louisiana. He could have agreed to his mother’s request to go 
home, but he would be returning without a church or other employment to a 
segregated depression-era Baton Rouge. Another option would be to remain in Ohio 
for the foreseeable future and continue to serve Bethany. Lastly, he could move to 
South Carolina to be with Laura. As Laura had less than a year to serve Avery, he 
decided to return to Louisiana. This decision would prove to be among the most 
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difficult, stressful, and providential of his life. Gardner Taylor returned to his native 
city, unsure about the future, but embracing the possibilities of the unknown.
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Chapter Two: Paths and Practice of Social Action: New Orleans, Baton Rouge, 
1940-1948  
 
 This chapter examines Taylor’s life during the years spanning his return to 
Louisiana through his move to New York City to serve Concord Baptist Church in 
Brooklyn, NY. In as much as the actual events are discussed, these are meant to serve 
as a prism through which events, people, and societal forces responsible for his first 
forays into civil rights work may be explored and understood at preparation for future 
social justice work conducted on a larger stage.                                                                                                                                    
The summer of 1940 was a season of transition filled with mixed emotions.  
Gardner Taylor had graduated from Oberlin Graduate School of Theology and 
married Laura Bell Scott, thus beginning a new era of their lives: a period which 
began with them living separately. Laura returned to Avery Institute in order to 
complete her teaching obligations, and Gardner Taylor decided to grant his mother’s 
wish by choosing to return to Louisiana. Taylor resigned from his pastorate at Elyria’s 
Bethany Baptist Church and boarded a train for Baton Rouge.  
Gardner Taylor had changed a great deal since graduating from Leland 
College in the spring of 1937.  Although he had returned home on visits many times, 
his 1940 summer journey to Baton Rouge was a sojourn toward an embrace of the 
southern culture of his youth. Taylor, now a man of Oberlin letters, possessed of 
northern social refinements and exposed to the freedoms afforded African-Americans 
above the Mason-Dixon Line, arrived in Louisiana without his wife and unemployed 
in segregated Baton Rouge. Gardner was depressed and somewhat embarrassed that 
he had received a privileged education, but returned home without an offer to serve a 
congregation. Taylor bemoaned his life’s new circumstances, stating, “It was the most 
miserable time of my life.” Taylor recalls, “I gave up my church. I think I paid a price 
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for that. I’d been in school in the north and that was rare. I got to the place where I 
would not go out of my mother’s house in daylight. I was embarrassed.”1  
Continuing his search for a pulpit, he called upon Abraham Lincoln (A. L. as 
he was known) Davis, an African-American pastor who later became a leading figure 
among civil rights and social activists.  Davis, a native of Bayou Goula, Louisiana, 
was a graduate of Leland College and Union Theological Seminary in New Orleans.  
Having been turned down for additional study at the University of Chicago, Davis 
nevertheless traveled there and talked his way into admittance to the school, allowing 
for the continuation of his studies over several summers.  To be sure, this made A. L. 
Davis one of the best educated ministers in the city. Davis pastored the New Zion 
Baptist Church of New Orleans from 1935 until his death in 1978.  In 1957, Pastor 
Davis hosted the organizing meeting of the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
and become its first vice president, serving under Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. A. L. 
Davis was elected New Orleans’ first African-American city councilman in 1975.2 
By 1941, A. L. Davis had gained considerable influence among New 
Orleans’s African-American Baptist Churches. Davis informed Gardner Taylor that a 
pastoral vacancy had occurred at Beulah Baptist in New Orleans’s Third Ward. 
Through Davis’s efforts and Taylor's delivery of a sermon during the selection 
process, Gardner Taylor was called to his first Louisiana pastorate, succeeding the 
Reverend Golden Henry Hendricks on a close vote. Taylor recalls that the ballots 
were “approximately 43 to 44.” Although he had been warned by a friend not to 
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accept the position unless it was unanimous, Taylor gladly accepted, thus ending a 
very difficult period of unemployment and depression.
3
  
Taylor regards moving into his first home at 24 22nd Street to be one of the 
proudest moments of his life. Laura, having left the Avery Institute, moved to join 
Gardner in adjusting to their new home in New Orleans, a strange gumbo of race and 
politics. Nearly a half million people lived in the city, of which 149,000 were African-
Americans. The seventh and eleventh wards had large African-American populations 
with approximately 22,000 and 20,000, respectively. Stark differences were drawn 
between middle class uptown third ward residents and their lower income 
counterparts in the ninth. 
4
 
          Taylor had a productive ministry at Beulah Baptist Church. Within three 
months, the sparsely attended worship services were filled at morning and evening 
services by more than 100 people. The church’s mortgage of several thousands of 
dollars was liquidated. Taylor continued to develop his preaching by exploring social 
and economic themes and their relationship to scripture.
5
 
 Nineteen forties Louisiana was an age of social change for the state that, 
along with the rest of the country, was also shaped by World War II. African-
Americans participated in war efforts at home and on foreign fields. Minority hopes 
were symbolized by the “Double V” slogan. James G. Thompson, of Wichita, Kansas 
in a letter of editor of the Pittsburg Courier wrote, “Victory at home and victory over 
the nation’s enemies” should be the goal of African-Americans. The suggestion was 
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that African-American should join other American citizens seeking to defeat the Axis 
powers and work toward the elimination of racial injustice. Yet racial strife continued 
during the war years. Many African-Americans not fighting on foreign soil combated 
prejudice and discrimination on American battlefields of social injustice.  Gardner 
Taylor’s first engagement as a civil rights advocate occurred on well-worn fields of 
racial conflict in New Orleans.
6
  
  Gardner Taylor’s advocacy encompassed civil rights equality in voter 
registration, employment, and efforts to obtain equal pay for African-American public 
school teachers. Taylor joined A. L. Davis, Ernest Wright, a union leader and social 
advocate, James E. Gayle, a former president of the New Orleans branch of the 
NAACP, and other influential church laymen in pressing for an end to discrimination 
in existing social systems by motivating African-Americans to participate in the 
betterment of their own conditions.  Exercising the right to vote, engaging in public 
protest, and seeking legal remedy through the courts became central to these efforts.
7
  
Ernest Wright, in particular, became known for sponsoring numerous civil 
rights rallies over many years in churches and in New Orleans’s Shakespeare Park.  
Taylor joined Wright and Davis as a coordinator and speaker at many of these public 
gatherings.  “The Rally” acted as an instrument for organizing and inspiring those 
who were a part of the movement. Gardner Taylor’s first documented speech at a 
New Orleans civil rights rally was prompted by the killing of Wilbert Smith.  
Wilbert Smith’s death while in police custody led to a massive rally held at 
New Hope Baptist Church on January 26, 1941. Several speakers noted the 
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“miscarriage of justice” in regard to Smith’s death. However, keynote speaker 
Gardner Taylor, addressing an audience of reportedly 1,000 persons, used this 
opportunity to create a lens though which African-American citizens could see the 
need for their own participation as a means to change the environment in which 
injustice occurred. Indicating the consequences of decades of racial injustice and 
prejudice, Taylor said, “(The) murder of Smith was the only possible heritage of 
9,000,000 voteless Negroes in the South.” Furthermore, Taylor declared, “Negroes 
who don’t expect to get the ballot are as much responsible for Smith’s death as a man 
who holds a rope at a lynching.” The latter statement indicated that a people unwilling 
to demand and obtain equality under the law through the ballot box helped to maintain 
the status quo. Moreover, Taylor’s belief in voting became a cornerstone of the civil 
rights movement. Voting gave citizens the ability to remove elected officials who 
ignored equal treatment of all citizens in every part of American life without regard to 
race.  In the case of Wilbert Smith’s death, when no governmental action was taken 
by city leaders, a rally about his tragic passing provided Gardner Taylor with his first 
major public engagement only a week after being installed as pastor of Beulah Baptist 
Church.
8
  
As Gardner Taylor settled into his new pastorate at Beulah, his wife Laura 
joined him after fulfilling her obligations to Avery Institute in South Carolina. Indeed, 
the Taylors were well-received in New Orleans with welcoming parties and 
invitations to preach. Taylor’s engagements included a baccalaureate address to 
graduates of Southern University and his first national engagement at the National 
Baptist Sunday School Congress, an auxiliary of the National Baptist Convention, 
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U.S.A. Notwithstanding, his civil rights activities were unabated and became more 
complex in light of America’s industrial preparations for war.9  
During the early hours of September 3, 1939, World War II began when 
Germany invaded Poland. By 1941, Great Britain stood alone against Adolph Hitler’s 
Germany. Meanwhile, tensions with Japan grew over its invasion of China, and 
America’s ensuing protests through an oil embargo threatened to spread hostilities to 
the Pacific Ocean.  President Franklin Roosevelt led Congress to enact Lend Lease, a 
law that provided vast amounts of war material and supplies to Britain. Fulfillment of 
Lend Lease orders resulted in a vast industrial base capable of producing arms and 
goods for use by Americans, once the United States entered the war. Production of 
war supplies and the transitioning of America’s vast industrial complex required 
skilled labor. African-Americans sought opportunities for training and employment in 
such fields as welding, skills requiring considerable instruction that demanded higher 
pay. 
10
 
During the summer of 1941, The Louisiana Weekly called on New Orleans 
School Superintendent Nicholas Bauer and board members to create a welding school 
for African-Americans in New Orleans. Ernest Wright, leader of the Magnolia Civil 
group and his newly organized Peoples Defense League, and along with community 
groups, clergy leaders and the local branches of the NAACP and National Urban 
League, endorsed the proposal. To that end, a “Victory” mass meeting was held at 
Gardner Taylor’s Beulah Baptist Church. Addressing employment discrimination, 
Taylor extolled the need for African-American clergy to advocate for equal 
employment practices. “I can understand why white ministers, whose interests are tied 
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up with that of capital, will be hesitant in advocating a program that will primarily 
benefit the common people. But I cannot understand why Negro ministers can show 
the least bit of hesitancy in any matter that will promote the practical application of 
democratic principles in America, especially in the South.”11  
Taylor’s address provides the first evidence of his belief that religious faith 
includes civic action, social uplift, and economic justice. For Gardner Taylor, true 
religion requires Christians to demonstrate their faith through works. Within the 
context of 1940s Louisiana, this meant creating a better social environment for all. 
Taylor’s faith motivates him to effect positive “social change” in any area of human 
need. Gardner Taylor’s victory address gave voice to his belief in social ministry 
when he stated, “Man shall not live by bread alone; his life must be balanced, 
spiritually and materially.” However, every African-American minister did not hold 
this belief. Some clergy believed churches should limit themselves to matters of 
worship and spiritual disciplines.  However, Taylor aligned himself with those who 
professed a socially-active religion such as A. L. Davis who said, “The church should 
not, cannot, and will not divorce itself from the everyday problems facing the 
people.”12     
Superintendent Bauer and the National Defense Training Committee, an 
influential group of African-American leaders, met on September 13, 1941, to discuss 
the establishment of a welding training program.  Mr. Bauer stated that because of the 
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difficulty with African-Americans finding employment and “the difficulty of 
obtaining necessary equipment,” classes would not be offered to “Negros.”13 
As discussions continued, no progress had been made toward the school board 
sponsored welding classes.  Community groups were unrelenting in their criticism of 
school board policy. A mass rally was held in Shakespeare Park on October 6, 1941, 
at which Gardner Taylor was selected as the principal speaker. In his address, Taylor 
argued for vocational education by saying, “boiled down, the welding school issue 
means this, if Negro boys are required to learn to shoot guns, they should be allowed 
to learn the art of holding blow torches to melt pieces of steel together.” Moreover, 
addressing whether or not democracy was practiced as claimed by those government 
agencies responsible for defense employment, Taylor stated, “a supposition that the 
Negro has a place in and is included in the National Defense program…but, the 
practices are so utterly negative that they contradict the theory and present the plight 
of the Negro in today’s struggle and conflict of ideologies.”14 
New Orleans’s African-American community continued to press school 
officials for welding classes. By November of 1941, Superintendent Bauer resigned.  
Many civil rights activists believed that pressure applied by their various groups 
influenced Bauer’s decision. Nevertheless, despite more than two thousand 
applications for training, New Orleans Parish schools still refused to train African-
Americans. Eventually, Southern and Xavier Universities in Baton Rouge and New 
Orleans, respectively, began training welding workers, but few were ever hired.
15
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 The fight for civil rights in New Orleans was waged on many fronts.  While 
working to secure skilled work opportunities, the multi-member coalition of 
organizations began to address equality in voting.  Understanding that ballot access 
would eventually lead to changes in legal discrimination against African-Americans, 
James E. Gayle’s Peoples Defense League coordinated an attempt to register hundreds 
of men and women. Attending the organizing meeting for this effort at New Zion 
Baptist Church in New Orleans, Gardner Taylor linked these efforts to the heart of 
American governance. Taylor remarked, “I hate ruthlessness and dictatorship in 
Europe and I likewise hate these forces in New Orleans. It is our duty to show our 
white brethren, as firm believers of democracy, how democracy should work.”  
Gardner Taylor’s speech reveals his belief that America had not lived up to its own  
constitutional ideals, but those who would benefit from a democratized America, 
African-Americans, ironically, would become the nation’s best example of 
democracy. Taylor’s linkage in terms of intellectual argument and actual practice 
would become a reoccurring theme as he waged a life-long battle for civil rights and 
social justice.
16
  
 To be sure, Gardner Taylor was one of many ministers who supported the 
People Defense League’s efforts to register voters. During the November 1941 
meeting of the Interdenominational Ministers Alliance, Rev. A. L. Davis and Gardner 
Taylor were elected president and recording secretary, respectively. Under their 
leadership, the Alliance joined the campaign to register voters.  Those gathered at the 
Alliance’s February 1942 meeting pledged their support after hearing a report about 
recent voter disenfranchisement by labor leader Ernest J. Wright. Those present 
enthusiastically embraced organizing and implementing the People Defense League’s 
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plans for a voter registration drive. Reverend Arthur Robertson stated, “Win, lose or 
draw, we must let the world know where we stand on this matter.” 17 
Also in attendance was Reverend J. E. Poindexter who echoed notions of a 
social gospel as similarly espoused by Gardner Taylor. Reverend Poindexter said, 
“Many preachers don’t believe in politics. They only believe in making their 
congregation shout and putting them in heaven. But the time is at hand when we must 
take part in the civil life of the community as well as the spiritual life.” Equating 
Christian principles with ideologies and goals associated with the civil rights 
movement were long-held practices that became a part of the local vernacular. Indeed, 
African-American clergy members from many Christian denominations supported 
ballot access incentives as well as most efforts to obtain social equality. 
18
  
In 1943, the National Baptist Convention held a publishing board seminar in 
Nashville, Tennessee. Gardner Taylor believed that he should be present, but did not 
have the funds to attend. Taylor’s pay was $70.00 per month plus a housing allowance 
of $20.00. When Selina Taylor discovered that Gardner would not be in attendance, 
she offered to pay, insisting that he had to be present. Selina understood that her son 
had the necessary gifts to achieve great heights in religious circles, but that he would 
need to gain exposure in order to become better known. 
 During the session, he made the acquaintance of some of the National Baptist 
elites such as A.M. Townsend, physician, a former pastor and university president and 
current leader of the National Sunday School Publishing Board; Russell C. Barbour, 
pastor of First Baptist Church Capitol Hill, Nashville, Tennessee and editor of the 
convention’s denominational newspaper National Baptist Voice; Marshall Sheppard, 
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Sr., political operative, civil rights activist and pastor of Philadelphia’s Mount Olivet 
Tabernacle Baptist Church; Marshall A. Tally, Indianapolis pastor and dean of the 
National Baptist Sunday School Congress; and Pastor Tally’s son Cornell E. Talley, 
pastor of Central Baptist Church, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. These eventual 
friendships would prove important in that these men would provide Gardner with the 
continued exposure in the future to ever widening audiences and experiences that 
would increase his standing among African-American Baptists and shape his religious 
and intellectual outlook.
19
 
The years that Gardner Taylor spent in New Orleans shaped a lifetime of 
ministry. It was in the Crescent City that his skills as a pastor and public speaker were 
developed; his intellectual beliefs about Christianity found expression in the 
laboratory of southern Louisiana activism; and his reputation as a leader capable of 
articulating a message of social change was forged. Taylor’s growth and development 
were made possible by his interactions with other clergy on local, state and national 
levels; active participation in community groups, such as the NAACP, and Urban 
League; leadership as dean of Baptist Seminary; and an opportunity to serve at Beulah 
Baptist Church during an important era of change and social transition. 
20
 
  Gardner Taylor had a productive ministry at Beulah Baptist Church. Within 
three months, the sparsely attended worship services were filled at morning and 
evening services by more than 100 people, a trend that continued until his departure.  
The church’s mortgage of several thousand dollars was liquidated. Taylor continued 
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further development of his preaching by exploring social and economic themes and 
their relationship to scripture.
21
 
However fruitful Gardner Taylor’s ministry was in New Orleans, an 
opportunity to become pastor of Mount Zion Baptist Church in Baton Rouge, Taylor’s 
home church, proved too enticing to refuse. In 1943, John Bacoats, who had been 
mentor to Gardner Taylor from his youth and served simultaneously as president of 
Leland College, Baker, Louisiana and pastor of Mount Zion Baptist Church in Baton 
Rouge for 11 years, accepted an appointment as vice president of Benedict College in 
Columbia, South Carolina.  Immediately Taylor thought of the possibility of moving 
to Baton Rouge to assume his father’s former pastorate. Pastor Bacoats used his 
influence with Mount Zion’s deacons to convince them that his successor should be 
Gardner Taylor. Bacoats called a meeting of Mount Zion deacons with Taylor during 
which Bacoats sat at his side and urged his election. Thereafter, Taylor’s name was 
presented to Mount Zion and he was elected pastor.
22
 
Becoming pastor of a historic and influential congregation such as Mount Zion 
Baptist Church catapulted 23-year-old Gardner Taylor into national prominence.  
Mount Zion was one of the largest African-American churches in Louisiana. The 
Louisiana Weekly reported that Mount Zion had grown to 1100 members and had 
$15,000 in its building fund. In addition, a move to Baton Rouge allowed Taylor to 
have great proximity to Louisiana’s political and economic power structures. 
Moreover, Joseph S. Clark, the first president of Southern University in Baton Rouge, 
and his son Felton Clark, current president of Southern University, were active 
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members of Mount Zion. Taylor stood in Mount Zion’s familiar pulpit for the first 
time as pastor on December 13, 1942.
23
   
  The city of Baton Rouge had grown significantly during the years after the 
passing of Washington Taylor. In 1930, East Baton Rouge Parish, in which the city of 
Baton Rouge is located, had a population of 68,208. By 1940, Baton Rouge Parish 
had grown to 88, 415, of which 33,634 were African-American.
24
     
The membership of Mount Zion Church was composed of a mix of the 
economic classes found in Baton Rouge, many of whom were familiar to Gardner and 
Laura Taylor. Ike Johnson, a former slave, Taylor’s mother Selina, J.K. Haynes, a 
leader of African-American teachers, Joseph S. Clark, Southern University’s president 
emeritus, and Felton Clark, his successor at Southern, were among them.
25
  
In many respects, Taylor was an unusual southern minister. While Taylor 
resumed daily interaction with those of his native city, he also became friends with 
new and interesting people in his community. Among them was Avery Lee, a white 
native of Oklahoma, graduate of Hardin-Simmons University in Abilene, Texas, and 
of Yale Divinity School, who had recently accepted an offer to become assistant 
pastor of First Baptist Church in Baton Rouge, Dr. J. Norris Palmer, Senior Pastor.  
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Lee was a southerner with conservative values, but he had received a liberal northern 
theological education and was progressive on racial and social issues.
26
  
Avery Lee recalled that he heard about the new pastor of Mt. Zion with a 
similar background and speaking ability and decided he had to meet him. Lee went to 
Taylor’s office located under a stairwell of the Mt. Zion Church. Taylor remembers 
the meeting as a short conversation from which a friendship blossomed. The two often 
visited each other at home and in public places. Both ministers understood how 
unusual it was for an African-American and White couple to visit each other at their 
homes. However, during their seminary years, both men had relationships with 
African-Americans and whites, respectively. Their comfort level provided an 
opportunity for both to develop a wide racial view of the world and the intellectual 
stimulation the men of Oberlin and Yale needed. 
27
 
A rare effort promoting harmony between races occurred during the annual 
session of Louisiana’s African-American Baptist Convention in Ruston, Louisiana.  
At the invitation of Ruston’s Chamber of Commerce, a joint service was broadcasted 
by radio on station KWKH was held on July 21, 1943.  The chosen speaker, Gardner 
C. Taylor, selected the topic “Conquering Tension.”  His message was well-received, 
and invitations to appear before the majority white Louisiana Baptist Convention 
student meeting in October 1945 and First Baptist Church of Shreveport ensued.
28
  
Dr. M. E. Dodd, pastor of the all-white First Baptist Church of Shreveport, 
heard the youthful Gardner Taylor preach on the broadcast of the annual session of 
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the African-American Louisiana Baptist State Convention held in Shreveport.  Dodd 
was known for having been an early pioneer of Christian Radio and became enamored 
with Taylor’s style. He invited Taylor to preach at First Baptist during its annual 
Southwestern Bible Conference, held during the week of January 24-28, 1944. The 
theme of the evening event was “Race, Relationship, and Service.” Taylor was 
scheduled to follow the renowned Robert G. Lee, pastor of the Bellevue Baptist 
Church in Memphis, Tennessee. Lee was among the most popular preachers in the 
United States. Dodd asked him to visit First Baptist to preach his most famous 
sermon, Payday Someday. 
29
   
Taylor entered First Baptist Church uncertain as to what he should expect.  
Lee was late and the service was somewhat delayed. Dodd nervously inquired of 
Taylor, “Now you are going to preach the same thing you preached on the radio aren’t 
you?” R.G. Lee finally arrived and was the first to speak. Lee began with a joke 
referring to his tardiness. The content of the joke is lost to us, but the joke's punch line 
has not been forgotten by Taylor: “This nigger sho is glad to be home!” The crowd 
erupted in laughter and Taylor sat calmly, not revealing his true feelings: utter disgust 
and anger at racism on public display, so commonly accepted by the majority society, 
even in a Christian house of worship. African-Americans attending the conference 
expected that an interracial religious gathering, even one sparingly mixed, would 
worship within the boundaries of common courtesy. Such an expectation was not 
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beyond reason. Yet Gardner Taylor was required to follow the absurd comment and 
the well-polished sermon from Lee.
30
  
The Louisiana Weekly indicates that Gardner Taylor’s sermon was well-
received by those present. It focused on the themes of the brotherhood of humanity 
and care for each other.  Understanding a common tie in humanity helped to point out 
how assisting African-Americans who were less fortunate could be advantageous to 
the white American. Taylor stated, “In an adjacent state a large percentage of Negroes 
were unfit for the armed services because of their ill-health condition. As a result, 
fathers of children in established homes had to be drafted. Many of the children of 
these fathers will never gaze upon them again, simply because of selfishness on the 
part of one group of individuals to suppress another group of individuals.”31 
In addition, Taylor noted that each of us has a responsibility to help one 
another because of our relationship in God.  “It is time for every Christian to realize 
that in praying, he begins by saying, “Our Faith.” Before a person can seek the 
Kingdom of Heaven or before a person can ask for his daily bread, he must say “Our.” 
Too many people in positions of leadership are forgetting that every man is created in 
the image and likeness of God. And being created in his image, God has a special 
interest in every soul, regardless of race color or creed.”32  
Gardner C. Taylor was well-received by the standing room only crowd.  
Moreover, it set the stage for an interracial panel discussion by Pastor J. D. Grey, Dr. 
J. Watts, Dr. J. S. Clark, Rev. A. L. Davis, and Mr. Ernest J. Wright.  Taylor’s sermon 
and the conference panel discussion were unusual for Louisiana. However, it suggests 
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that many religious leaders understood that better race relations were essential to 
social harmony, economic prosperity, and Christian teachings. Moreover, Pastor 
Dodd and his guests may have sensed that, given African-American progress in many 
areas, integration on some level would be forthcoming. 
33
 
One of the most notable figures in Louisiana civil rights history is Alexander 
Pierre (A.P.) Tureaud, Sr. Born in 1899; Tureaud was educated in New Orleans public 
schools and was a graduate of Howard University Law School. After practicing law in 
Washington, D.C., he returned to New Orleans where he served as the only practicing 
African-American attorney in Louisiana from 1937-1947.  Because of the paucity of 
African-American lawyers, Tureaud became attached to nearly every major civil 
rights case in the state of Louisiana, becoming the architect of the legal strategy 
behind the end of the state system of discrimination. Tureaud died in 1972, leaving an 
important legacy of civil rights achievement.
34
 
Tureaud played a significant role in the dismantling of legal discrimination 
against African-Americans. Louisiana began its move towards equal voting rights 
under Governor Huey Long, who eliminated the poll tax in 1934. Smith v Allwight, a 
case argued by Thurgood Marshall of the NAACP, ruled that the all-white Texas 
primary was unconstitutional, thereby opening primaries, particularly those of the 
Democratic Party, to African-Americans. In addition, Hall v. Nagel, argued by 
Thurgood Marshall, A. P. Tureaud, and Louis Berry, an African-American attorney 
from Alexandria, Louisiana, and newly graduated from Howard Law School, ended 
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Louisiana’s legal obstacles to voter registration. The combined momentum of these 
legal victories, along with the needs of white politicians, particularly the Long 
political machine, meant that there were no substantial laws or regulations which 
could deprive African-Americans of the right to vote.
35
 
 Significant voter registration efforts had been in place for some time. 
However, new efforts to obtain the enfranchisement of African-Americans were 
sparked by legal victories, strong leadership, and support of white liberal intellectuals 
such as Baton Rouge attorney Fred Benton. The Reverend A. L. Davis founded the 
Louisiana Association for Progress of Negro People, an organization dedicated to 
obtaining voting rights for African-Americans. Through Davis’s leadership, rallies 
were held across Louisiana, promoting rights issues and organizing attempts at voter 
registration. One of the largest gatherings occurred on October 31, 1943, in 
Shakespeare Park. The Louisiana Weekly newspaper reports that thousands of people 
were in attendance. Moreover, across Louisiana, conferences and worships were 
conducted in which Taylor, A.L. Davis, Ernest J. Wright, community leaders and 
educators devised plans and tactics to allow African-Americans to exercise their 
constitutional right to vote. Taylor provided leadership in these efforts as a key 
strategist and instructor. Taylor made Mount Zion available for meetings, among 
them the second “Right to Vote” conference sponsored by the Louisiana Association 
for the Progress of Negro Citizens.
36
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 By 1944, the Supreme Court had ruled against the all-white voting primary. 
Historian Adam Fairclough notes that a grand coalition of Prince Hall Masons, labor, 
Catholic Knights of Peter Claver, People Defense League, NAACP, and ministers 
such as New Orleans’s Pastor L.L. Haynes and Gardner C. Taylor formed a new 
umbrella organization, the Louisiana Progressive Voters League, to coordinate voter 
registration drives. These multiple voter registration efforts met with noteworthy 
success, overcoming attempts by segregationist Dixiecrats who controlled Louisiana 
politics to block minority voters. Though voter registration officials in many parishes 
used the power of their office to impede African-American voters, the Democratic 
Central Committee members saw an opportunity to gain additional support from 
African-Americans. The coalescing of religious leadership, civic groups, activist 
African-American women’s organizations, legal victories, Democratic Party goals, 
and the NAACP produced a marked increase in potential African-American voters.
37
  
  In March 1940, of the 473,562 potential African-American voters, only 803 
were registered. By 1948, Louisiana’s minority voting potential was 479,738 of whom 
only 22,576 were registered. By 1952, a marked increase of 97,101 registered voters 
out of a possible 497,000 occurred. The gains found in voter registration are justly 
attributed to the efforts of active coalitions for civil rights.
38
 
 Along with voting rights, equalization of public school teacher pay was 
another civil rights issue for which activists sought fair treatment. A. P. Tureaud, 
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NAACP and other civil rights leaders determined that legal action on both issues 
should be joined. At the time, a stark disparity existed in teacher pay. Historian Lee 
Sartain notes that prior to 1942, African-American teachers throughout the southern 
United States earned 61 percent of the average white teacher’s salary. Louisiana’s pay 
schedule fell well below this average. In 1940, white teachers in the state were paid an 
average of $1,331.88. African-American educators received an annual salary of 
$558.81, less than 42 percent of that paid to whites.
39
 
 The New Orleans NAACP, in partnership with the Louisiana Teachers 
Association, secured the services of the national NAACP legal counsel Thurgood 
Marshall, with Tureaud serving a local attorney. Marshall and Tureaud followed a 
legal strategy in which they challenged a local school board, a method that had proved 
successful in Chattanooga. A lawsuit was filed against the New Orleans Parish School 
Board, which had 12 percent of Louisiana’s African-American teachers, as McKelpin 
v Orleans Parish School Board.   
In 1942, the case was settled out of court by an agreement that guaranteed a 
pay increase over two years that would equalize wages. Thereafter, pay schedules 
would be established without regard to race. The first case of its kind in Louisiana, 
McKelpin v Orleans, as Sartain claims, “laid the foundation” for future challenges to 
unequal teacher pay scales across Louisiana. The Louisiana Colored Teachers 
Association proved to be the engine that drove legal action. Taylor became a key 
player in the association’s efforts as chairman of the NAACP supported Citizens 
Committee for Equal Education.
40
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 As Citizens Committee chairman, Taylor interacted with many leaders 
advocating pay equality. None was more important than J. K. Haynes, president of the 
4000 member Louisiana Colored Teachers Association. A graduate of Bishop College 
in Marshall, Texas,  Haynes moved to Louisiana where he taught in public schools 
and became the face of African-American teachers striving for equal pay. Later, 
Haynes would become a member of Louisiana’s college governing organization, the 
Board of Regents, and had a number of schools named in his honor.
41
 
 With J. K. Haynes, leader of African-American teachers, Taylor, chairman of 
the Citizens Committee, and A. P. Tureaud serving as legal counsel, a unique and 
effective team was comprised which pooled their combined resources toward 
obtaining equal pay for African-American teachers in Louisiana. An April 9, 1943, 
letter from Haynes to Tureaud communicated that Taylor had been elected committee 
chairman. In his role as committee leader, Taylor was in charge of raising funds, a 
role Taylor would become all too familiar with during the civil rights movement of 
the 1950s and 1960s. Moreover, as chairman of the committee, he obtained a new 
platform from which he could address inequities in the legal system, especially those 
found within the East Baton Rouge Parish Schools. He could also assist teachers who 
were unjustly fired and recommend candidates for employment by school districts.  In 
addition, Taylor had the unenviable task of representing the Louisiana Colored 
Teachers Association when fees had not been paid.
42
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 The governor of the day, Governor Jimmie Davis, appointed a bi-racial group 
to form the Commission on Improvement of Negro Education in Louisiana. They 
were to consider a plan for improving the educational standards for African-
Americans across the state. George Longe, a principal from New Orleans; Mrs. Paul 
Blanchard, former state president of the Parent Association; Israel Augustine, 
principal of New Orleans Landry School; Alvin H Jones, executive secretary of the 
New Orleans Urban League; J.B. Snell of Minden; L. D. Crocker, principal of Booker 
T. Washington High in New Orleans; Felton G. Clark, president of Southern 
University; Cecil Morgan, chairman of Baton Rouge and Gardner Taylor were among 
its members.
43
  
 African-American members of the committee were invited by Taylor to attend 
a coffee hour on April 10, 1945. Among topics for conversations were events 
occurring in Iberville Parish. A lawsuit was filed in the parish where equalization 
efforts were met with great opposition, none more pronounced than from school 
superintendent Linus P. Terrebonne. As a means of settling the case, Terrebonne 
argued for a merit pay system. Understanding that under such a system African- 
American teachers might often have their work judged as meritless, Tureaud and 
Taylor, no doubt speaking for African-American committee members, resisted any 
attempt to end litigation based on merit. Eventually, the case was settled by a consent 
decree that equalized teacher pay over a five-year period.
44
 
 
                                                          
 
43
 Fairclough, Race and Democracy, p. 101; Louisiana Weekly, September 27, 1947. 
 
44
 Fairclough, Race and Democracy, p. 101; Louisiana Weekly, April 15, 1945; 
44
 F. G. Clark to                                                         
Tureaud, April 10, 1945, Box 19, Folder 15,  July 30, 1945, Box 34, Folder 25, A. P. Tureaud Papers, 
Amistad Research  Center, Tulane University.  
Page | 86 
 
As early as April 1943, A. P. Tureaud understood that a more comprehensive 
strategy for dismantling unequal pay was required. Tureaud lamented to J. K. Haynes, 
“It is our belief that unless some quicker means is found of equalizing the salaries of 
Negro teachers in Louisiana we will spend the next 50 years completing the task for 
all parishes.” The means were found through Governor Jimmie Davis’s bi-racial 
commission on education.  Adam Fairclough notes a January 19, 1945 conference was 
held at which African-Americans and Louisiana government officials met to discuss 
questions of equal wages and educational opportunity. Fairclough quotes Thurgood 
Marshall, a participant in conference discussions, “Louisiana Negros are together” 
which suggests that on the question of equal pay, no division existed among the 
various factions of the African-American community. Both sides agreed to a plan 
consisting of equal pay, competent teachers, adequate classrooms and a standard 
school year of nine months.
45
  
The governor’s commission was slow to act. By June 20, 1945, no meeting of 
the commission had been held, prompting Taylor to write an emotional letter that 
expressed his impatience with the process. “I am tired,” said Taylor. “The governor’s 
commission on equalization of educational opportunities has not met. It seems to me 
that we who have been a part of the negotiation stand in danger of having our 
influence and leadership repudiated by a people who are understandingly impatient.” 
Tureaud’s response noted that floodwaters had prevented some commission members 
from attending. Also, the United States Court of Appeals and the United States 
District Court of Arkansas were soon to render verdicts in separate salary cases. 
Tureaud’s opinion was that positive decisions “will strengthen our bargaining hand.”  
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Furthermore, Taylor expressed more concern to Tureaud in an August 2, 1945 letter, 
written after a setback inflicted by school board administrative decisions in which he 
stated, “I am becoming less and less certain that we have much hope, apart from the 
remedies of the courts.” While Taylor and Tureaud waited, the education 
commission’s work had not begun.46     
The Iberville Parish case was symptomatic of a statewide disparity in pay, but 
also of unequal education at every level of state education including in terms of higher 
education admissions, transportation, substandard school facilities, and a lack of 
modern equipment and schools supplies. Lawsuits seeking pay equalization were filed 
in East Baton Rouge Parish where Malcolm LaGarde, McKinley High School public 
teacher, served as principal litigant; in Plaquemine Parish where Wiley Butler 
McMillon was litigant; and in Jefferson Parish where Eula Mae Lee represented 
teachers, correspondingly. Additional complaints were filed by Viola Johnson seeking 
admission to the medical school and Charles Hatfield to the law school at Louisiana 
State University, respectively.  As Louisiana Colored Teachers Association members 
lobbied Governor Jimmie Davis to call a special session of the legislature to address 
educational  inequalities, the Louisiana Weekly reported that Gardner Taylor 
intimated that additional “lawsuits would follow” if additional educational 
opportunities available on an equal basis were not provided. 
47
 
 Governor Davis did not call a special legislative session; however, the 
education commission began to meet, thus avoiding more litigation. Eventually, 
Iberville Parish case was settled by a consent decree that equalized teacher pay over a 
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five-year period. Likewise, after two years, a plan equalizing teacher pay was passed 
by the commission with the support of nearly every committee member including 
Gardner Taylor who spoke in support of its passage on a vote of 24 to 2.  J. K. Haynes 
and the Louisiana Colored Teachers Association approved the recommendation and 
called for its implementation at the organization’s 1947 annual meeting.48 
When Gardner Taylor met Russell Barbour, he was urged to become friends 
with Marshall Shepard, Sr., a pastor, DC Recorder of Deeds, and future Philadelphia 
city councilman, thus beginning an important life-long friendship. It was during the 
June 1943 meeting of the National Baptist Convention Sunday School Congress that 
Barbour initiated the introductions between the two men while in fellowship at a local 
Cincinnati fish house. Marshall Shepard took a particular interest in mentoring 
Taylor, often inviting Taylor to vacation at his home in Philadelphia. Gardner 
reciprocated by inviting Shepard to preach in Baton Rouge. Perhaps out of respect for 
Taylor’s father or his genuine appreciation for his ministerial gifts, or both, Shepard 
began to do all he could to promote Taylor’s rise to prominence.  Among Shepard’s 
first great gestures was arranging for Gardner Taylor to represent the National Baptist 
Convention, USA, as an observer at the United Nations on International Organization, 
also known as the World Security Conference that began on April 25, 1945, in San 
Francisco.
49
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National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., President D.V. Jemison appointed 
several people with whom Taylor traveled to San Francisco. The travel party included 
William Holmes Boarders of Wheat Street Baptist Church, Atlanta; Roger W. 
Coleman of First African Baptist Church, New Orleans; I.A. Thomas of Second 
Baptist Church, Evanston, IL; and foreign mission representative and young people 
department president Miss Primrose Fuiches.  They rode aboard the Daylight Express 
to Los Angeles, and from there traveled north to San Francisco. Later, Julies C. 
Austin of Pilgrim Baptist Church, Chicago arrived via another train route.
50
 Taylor 
and other delegates not only witnessed the formation of what became the United 
Nations, they also had the opportunity to associate with world leaders and prominent 
African-American leaders. They met such scholars and notables as W. E. B. Du Bois, 
editor of the NAACP’s The Crisis Magazine; Mary McCloud Bethune, president of 
the Council of Negro Women; Walter White, NAACP director; and state department 
advisor to the United States delegates to the conference, future Nobel Peace Prize 
winner Ralph Bunche.   
   Gardner Taylor’s participation in denominational life continued with his travel 
as a convention representative to the 1946 session of the National Council of 
Churches convened in Grand Rapids, Michigan. When found possessing meager 
resources, Mrs. Eunice Cotton hosted a tea party to raise funds for the trip.  However, 
once in Grand Rapids, Taylor experienced his first interactions with national 
representatives of America’s major Christian denominations. 
During the first week of September 1946, National Baptist members met in 
Atlanta, Georgia for their annual session. While there, Gardner Taylor encountered 
Reverend James B. Adams, pastor of Concord Baptist Church Brooklyn, New York 
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exiting a taxi. Adams invited the 28-year-old Taylor to deliver Concord’s 100th 
Church Anniversary Sermon.  Not more than three weeks later, Pastor Adams died of 
a brain tumor. The Anniversary Committee honored Pastor Adams’ invitation to 
Taylor.
51
 
Concord Baptist Church was a congregation of several thousand established 
from a few members of the storied Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem who felt that 
the ferry trip they took to Manhattan could be avoided by planting a sister 
congregation in Brooklyn. The Reverend Sampson White, pastor of Abyssinian, 
resigned and became Concord’s first leader. From those humble beginnings, 
Concord’s congregation grew to a resident membership of thousands of New York 
City habitants relocating to Brooklyn for housing and the great influx of African-
Americans who sojourned north during the Great Migration.
52
   
During May 1947, Gardner Taylor, along with K. L. Craft and other Mount 
Zion Baptist church members, travelled to New York City to see its sights and visit 
the historic Brooklyn church. They were amazed at the size of America’s largest 
metropolitan area, New York’s sights, Concord’s professionalism and large 
membership. Taylor delivered a sermon on Luke 15:11-32, a text known as The 
Prodigal Son. He was well received and immediately considered a candidate for the 
vacant senior pastorate.
53
 
The possibility of becoming pastor of one of America’s most prestigious 
African-American churches began to entice Taylor. An opportunity to serve in a 
larger venue would provide a platform to impact a community through numerous and 
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varied services, speak to a more diverse audience, and allow for Taylor’s gifts as a 
clergyman to develop into a call for national expression. Furthermore, although 
salaries at larger churches exceeded Mount Zion’s compensation, the economic 
benefits of serving a larger pastorate were only a consideration, not a motivation.  
Also by this time, other congregations showed interest in Taylor becoming their 
Senior Pastor. In 1944, North Bend Baptist Church of Philadelphia extended an 
invitation to Gardner Taylor to become its pastor; Taylor did not accept. It may very 
well be that North Bend and other churches were simply not enough of an enticement 
for Taylor. Clearly, although not motivated by material gain, he did imagine himself 
preaching in a grand setting week after week. Nevertheless, he found himself 
considering thoughts of leaving Louisiana. His numerous speaking engagements 
across America often brought inquiries to assume newly opened pastorates in exciting 
places. The decision to leave his home church, mother, family and friends would not 
be easy. And many used their influence with hopes that he would make a difficult, but 
life-changing choice.
54
 
 Indeed, many who knew him felt that Gardner Taylor should be Concord’s 
next pastor. Among them was Shaw University President Robert Daniels, who urged 
him to apply after Taylor’s preaching at Religious Emphasis Week. J. H. Jackson, 
chairman of the Foreign Mission Board of the National Baptist Convention and the 
denomination’s future president, wrote an impressive letter to Concord, 
recommending Taylor for the position. In addition, Orlando Carrington, pastor of 
Brooklyn’s African Methodist Episcopal Church, who visited Baton Rouge to speak 
at Southern University’s baccalaureate service, heard Taylor speak at Mount Zion at 
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the invitation of Southern University’s Dean Harvey. Carrington made a number of 
flattering statements about Taylor to Concord’s members.55 
In the meantime, Taylor attended his first Baptist World Alliance session. The 
Executive Committee of the Baptist World Alliance scheduled its first assembly of the 
organization since 1939 to be held in Copenhagen, Denmark in July 29-Auguest 3, 
1947. Dr. Taylor made arrangements to attend the historic gathering. Not having 
sufficient funds, again Mrs. Eunice Cotton of Mount Zion held another fundraising tea 
to assist in financing Taylor’s travel.56 
 For six weeks Taylor left Mt. Zion Baptist in the care of Reverend Victor 
Washington, a young Leland College student who would go on to pastor the New 
Sunlight Baptist Church in Lake Charles for 40 years.  Among the delegates attending 
the world convention was a notable conclave of current and future African-American 
leadership from the United States: D.V. Jemison, Benjamin E. Mays, E.C. Estell, 
William Holmes Borders, G.L. Prince, T.M. Chambers, Pascal S. Wilkinson, Marshall 
Shepard, Perry F. Webb, E. C. Smith, J. J. Walker and Sandy F. Ray. Participating in 
the program were National Baptist Convention Sunday School Congress President 
and pastor of Mount Carmel Washington, DC, W. J. Jernigan who delivered a tribute 
in honor of J.H. Rushbrooke, deceased president of the BWA, and Dr. C. Oscar 
Johnson, pastor of Third Baptist Church of St. Louis, Missouri. During the July 31 
session at K.B. Hall, Reverend J. Pius Barbour spoke on the subject “The Color Bar in 
the Light of the New Testament.” Considering that the Baptist World Alliance met a 
great distance from the United States and most African-American churches were not 
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financially able to support travel expenses, the level of participation and involvement 
in world denominational affairs by Americans of African descent is notable.
57
 
The Baptist World Alliance is an organization composed of Baptists from 
around the world. Generally speaking, meetings are conducted without regard for race 
or national origin. Therefore, delegates from racially-segregated areas of the world 
attend the world congress associating with others and occasionally doing so in other 
locations with similar views. At Copenhagen in 1947, Taylor and other African-
American Baptists were delegates in such circumstances.  
Baptist World Congress meetings are multiracial events drawing delegates 
from every continent. During the years when America allowed legal segregation, a 
concern existed about whether or not delegates of color would receive equal treatment 
without regard to race. There was no report of racist acts on the part of white 
delegates toward those of African descent. Furthermore, Denmark was not known to 
be a particularly racist country. However, Copenhagen’s unfamiliarity with people of 
hue did spark a few disturbing incidents. Several of the delegates reported that they 
were refused accommodations at the convention. News of several occurrences of 
discrimination was wide-spread. 
 The general secretary of the Baptist World Alliance, Walter O. Lewis, PhD., 
sought to whitewash the stain of the incidents in his forward to the official minutes of 
the convention proceedings. 
 
 “The spirit of the gathering was good. Brethren from many 
lands and of different races dwelt together in unity during the 
days of the Congress. Some newspapers reported that a certain 
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amount of race discrimination was practiced. A careful check 
failed to reveal any basis for such rumors. The people of 
Copenhagen opened their homes to delegates of different races 
without any distinction. Delegates of different colors mingled 
freely in the hotels and it goes without saying that the Alliance, 
which is made up of Baptist organizations from all parts of the 
world, knew no difference between brethren of one race and 
another.”58 
 
Lewis forcefully argues for the absence of racial intolerance by Copenhagen’s 
citizens. The Associated Negro Press (ANP) offered a dramatically different view. 
ANP reports suggest that white American delegates wrote letters protesting the 
accommodation of African-American delegates. Likewise, the Pittsburgh Courier 
offers additional evidence. Not only does the Courier report the refusal of hotels to 
provide lodging to persons of African descent with proper reservations, it printed a 
photograph of the Reverend E.C. Estell, pastor of the St. John Baptist Church of 
Dallas, Texas, leaving the headquarters of the Baptist World Alliance after reporting 
an occurrence of discrimination at a Danish hotel. Few hotels admitted to 
discrimination. However, the ANP noted that efforts to “import American race hatred” 
failed.  Many Danish citizens opened their homes to people of African descent in such 
numbers that a surplus in housing existed.
59
  
While the overwhelming number of Denmark’s citizens welcomed and were 
hospitable to delegates of African descent, discrimination did occur.  National Baptist 
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president D. V. Jemison and pastor of Selma, Alabama’s Tabernacle Baptist Church 
noted the strange dichotomy that existed between Christian teachings and actions 
when he said, “When one’s religion is weaker than his racial prejudice he ceases to be 
Christian and yet he may be converted in the order of his interpretation of the 
Christian religion.” Understanding that those who discriminate are also a part of the 
Christian family would become a key factor in Taylor’s ability to address those to be 
convinced that civil rights must be extended to all people.
60
   
To be sure, the instances of bias experienced by others left an indelible 
impression. Although Gardner Taylor was not an object of housing discrimination at 
the convention, it was the first incident of racial intolerance he witnessed while 
traveling internationally. Taylor became personally aware of the intolerance shown 
toward people of color outside of the United States. Race became more to him than 
just an American construct experienced by African-Americans. Clearly, even those 
who had little experience with persons of African descent from America and the 
native continent based their opinions on long-held views that allowed them to treat 
people of color in a sub-human manner.  The question of race was not only a problem 
in the United States; it was a world problem. 
On Sunday morning, August 2, 1947, Laura and Gardner Taylor attended 
morning worship at Second Baptist Church of Copenhagen, pastored by Bredahl 
Peterson. His cousin, Ruby Harris, and her girlfriend who had traveled by train from 
Nuremberg accompanied the Taylors. Ruby Harris lived in Nuremburg, Germany 
where her husband’s army unit was stationed.61    
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Dr. Louie Newton, President of the Southern Baptist Convention and pastor of 
Druid Hills Baptist Church, Atlanta, Georgia, was scheduled to preach. Gardner 
Taylor recalled that Pastor Peterson asked all ministers to join him for prayer in a 
room away from the sanctuary. While they chatted, Dr. Newton said, “Well we’ve got 
our black brother here and I want him to preach this morning.” Taylor said of the 
sermon, “I did what I could.” However, Ruby Harris said, “It was amazing.”  In one 
magnanimous gesture from a white preacher who lived in the segregated American 
south, Gardner Taylor found himself preaching to a mostly white audience consisting 
of members of Second Baptist and Baptist World Alliance delegates from around the 
world.
62
    
Pastor Jernigan came to play an important role in Taylor’s future. The 
Washington, D.C. pastor was deeply involved in the affairs of the World Alliance as 
well as political affairs in his city. At great risk, he travelled as one of the few 
African-American pastors to visit troops in war theatres during World War II. On 
Sunday afternoon, August 2, the congress came together for a mass meeting at an 
outdoor stadium. Dr. Oscar Johnson was scheduled to preach while members of 
several conventions were scheduled to give remarks. Pastor Jernigan had promised 
Taylor an opportunity to speak at the session; however, due to time constraints, 
Jernigan informed Taylor that he would not be able to speak. Taylor replied, “That’s 
all right. You arranged for me to preach this morning. No problem.” Taylor’s reply 
was well-received by the more seasoned Jernigan. “I appreciate your attitude. I won’t 
forget.” Less than two years later, Pastor Jernigan arranged for Taylor to speak at the 
Sunday morning 11 a.m. service of the 1950 meeting of the Baptist World Alliance 
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held in Cleveland, Ohio. The engagement would play a pivotal role in Taylor’s career 
as it was his first exposure to a career on the international speaking circuit.
63
   
While in Europe, Taylor’s awareness of race at the international level was 
deepened during a second observation. Immediately following the Baptist World 
Alliance Congress, Gardner and Laura Taylor boarded a train for Nuremberg. 
Gardner’s cousin Ruby and her husband Harris invited them to spend several days in 
Germany. The Harris family was stationed there and lived as per army regulations in a 
neighborhood of native Germans. The Taylors visited Berlin, but spent most of their 
visit touring Nuremberg and its vicinity. And it was at this time that the Nuremberg 
Trials were being held. Led by Chief Prosecutor Supreme Court Justice Robert 
Jackson, the Allied forces’ prosecution of Germany’s major war criminals, including 
Field Marshall Herman Goring and Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels, had 
just concluded. 
64
  
 The Taylors attended one of the 12 subsequent Nuremberg Trials where 
judges, businesses and other wartime officials were prosecuted for illegal activity, 
wartime atrocities, and crimes against humanities. One afternoon, Gardner, his wife, 
and the Harris contingent listened to the proceedings via headsets that broadcast 
translated information regarding widespread corruption of German society, the 
ensuing judicial abuse of power, and human suffering of laborers in war production 
facilities at the hands of the Nazis. The Taylors observed firsthand the destruction 
wrought by World War II.
65
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  During the months following the Baptist World Congress, Taylor continued to 
ponder whether or not the Concord Church of Brooklyn would elect him as pastor. 
While attending the National Baptist Convention held in Kansas City, Missouri, 
Taylor heard many of his friends and colleagues jovially comment about his prospects 
in America’s largest city. Many in Mount Zion’s membership, including Selina 
Taylor, anxiously considered the possibility of young Taylor leaving Baton Rouge.  
Although he received no official comment from the church concerning his 
status, others including Pastor Sandy F. Ray of Cornerstone Baptist Church in 
Brooklyn would keep him informed as to the church’s deliberative process. Ray, a 
native of Georgia, was the former pastor of Shiloh Baptist Church in Columbus, Ohio, 
and a former state representative in the Ohio legislature. Ray was a legend in National 
Baptist circles and a highly influential figure in New York City religious and political 
life.  As he was more than 20 years Gardner Taylor’s senior, Taylor respected Ray 
who became a father figure. Ray’s unofficial role as a go-between for the officers of 
Concord and Taylor proved quite helpful.
66
  
Finally, at the beginning of winter, Concord invited Taylor to preach on 
January 4, 1948, which was the First Sunday. Taylor was simultaneously overjoyed 
and despondent.  He welcomed the opportunity, but its timing could not have been 
worst.  Mount Zion served communion once a month - on First Sunday.  Because of 
the sacred nature of the service, tradition, and the influence of Catholic sacramental 
theology on residents of southern Louisiana, clergy in African-American protestant 
churches almost never miss a first Sunday service. The invitation was further 
complicated by the date falling on the first Sunday of a new year.  Hesitantly, Taylor 
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turned down the invitation with an explanation concerning the difficulty of being 
absent from Mount Zion on such an important day in the life of the church. Taylor 
thought his prospects for becoming pastor of Concord Baptist Church were over.  
 To the surprise of Taylor, another invitation was extended, but for February 
1948. He wholeheartedly accepted and, at the appointed time, traveled on to New 
York.  The timing of Taylor’s trip could not have been better. The Great Blizzard of 
1947 which covered North America with snow from Wisconsin to New York 
occurred on December 25-26, 1947. Central Park snow measurements indicated a fall 
of nearly 27 inches weighing approximately 99,000,000 tons. The city came to a 
standstill and continued to be paralyzed by occasional ongoing snowfalls. 
Fortuitously, Gardner Taylor’s invitation fell on the day when members were first 
able to return to worship and they did so in large numbers.  Preaching to a church 
filled to capacity, Taylor’s subject was “I Must Decrease and God Must Increase.”  
The congregation seemed taken with Taylor’s oratory.67  
 During a congregational meeting in March of 1948, Concord Baptist Church 
of Brooklyn called Gardner Taylor to be their ninth pastor.  Taylor received news of 
his call to the Brooklyn parish with great joy. Soon thereafter, Sandy Ray called 
Gardner Taylor to discuss the particulars of the package. From all indications, Sandy 
Ray acted as an intermediary between church officers and Taylor. Ray informed 
Taylor that he would not be offered pay equal to his own, but rather a slightly lower 
wage as well as use of the church’s parsonage and other benefits. Pastor Ray 
encouraged Taylor to accept. Unbeknownst to Ray, Taylor needed no encouragement 
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as the offer was more than what he currently made. Indeed the thrill of moving to 
New York alone was sufficient motivation.
68
 
 One issue that greatly concerned Taylor was that his mother Selina and Aunt 
Gert would be left alone in Baton Rouge. Only seven years before, he had returned 
home at his mother’s request without employment, subjecting himself to Louisiana’s 
unjust system of segregation. Selina was not thrilled to see her son move so far away. 
Deacon Kraft gently protested that Gardner must go: “We saw the surroundings up 
there, and they have everything.” Of course she accepted his decision as fate.  
 News of Taylor’s election to the pastorate of Concord swept through 
Louisiana. Those who heard the news understood the decision because so many 
appreciated Taylor’s gifts as a pastor and preacher. Yet many who heard of Taylor’s 
impending departure were heartbroken. In July of 1947, the Louisiana Baptist State 
Convention held its annual session at the Rose of Sharon Baptist Church in 
Alexandra, Louisiana. Host Pastor W. A. White, who had recently succeeded his 
father to that pulpit, recalled Taylor’s last report as editor of the state Baptist paper.  
Gardner announced what many knew. He said, “I will be leaving Louisiana. I do not 
want to go, but I must go. God has called me to preach at the crossroads of the world. 
I must go.” White said immediately, “A woman just burst into tears.”  White 
suspected but did not confirm that the woman was a Mt. Zion member who had not 
been informed of the change or another well-wishing Louisiana Baptist 
conventioneer.
69
   
 Taylor gave a tearful farewell sermon to the members and visitors of Mt. Zion 
and the college students from Leland and Southern Universities who were bused in 
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each week. Moreover, Taylor bid adieu to the tens of thousands of people who 
listened to him each week on Mount Zion’s live radio broadcast. On this particular 
Sunday, more than any other, it was said that every radio in Baton Rouge was tuned in 
to the program, so much so that one could drive on any street in Baton Rouge’s 
African-American community hearing Taylor’s voice.70 
 Pastor Taylor’s left an enviable work record in Baton Rouge. During his five 
years as spiritual leader of Mount Zion, Taylor created and led the formulation of a 
new women’s group, weekly youth events, a Sunday evening radio broadcast, a 
community center and a nursery school for children of parents working in war 
industries supported by federal funds and the East Baton Rouge Parish School 
Board.
71
  
 Years later, Mount Zion Baptist Church member Earline Cary-Williams said 
in an assessment of Taylor’s ministry: 
 
“Gardner Taylor is a preacher of all preachers, quite an orator, 
very scholarly, and always has a message, he’s great. When 
you sit at his feet for twenty minutes, I guarantee you, you 
leave there uplifted and with something to live by. Gardner was 
very nonchalant early in his life, but he had a mate that said to 
me one day. ‘Earline, I’m going to see to it that he will not use 
those notes anymore.’ She said, ‘He’s got it up there, I’m going 
to make him use it.’ I said, ‘Laura, I’m going to have to see that 
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if you’re going to do that.’ She did it and I don’t know if 
you’ve heard of him, but he’s one of the world’s greatest 
preachers. He always has a message. He is brief, but so 
powerful. He’ll make you stand on your feet, I tell you.72” 
 
 Up to this point in Gardner Taylor’s ministry, leaving Baton Rouge was the 
most significant event in his development as a minister and leader. Understanding 
why Gardner Taylor left Baton Rouge does prove valuable.  Taylor pastored one of 
the largest African-American Churches in Louisiana, was well-known throughout the 
national convention, and had many invitations to speak across America. It seemed 
that, to many, Taylor was a rising star within African-American Baptist life and that 
Taylor need only continue along the path he traveled. However, interviewing with 
Beverly Walter of Baton Rouge’s News Leader, Taylor stated that the opportunity to 
pastor the third largest African-American church was too great to pass up. 
73
 
 David F. Iles, erstwhile principal of Peabody Magnet School, an African- 
American high school in Alexandria, Louisiana, responded to the query of ‘Why did 
Gardner Taylor leave Louisiana?’ by saying, “Gardner was big enough for the field, 
but the field wasn’t big enough for Gardner.” What Taylor’s longtime friend meant 
was that a national platform from which to speak and diverse ministry opportunities 
available to Gardner Taylor in New York City - in terms of buildings, social 
programs, and possible numbers of members - simply could not be matched by any 
African-American congregation in Louisiana. Taylor expressed a similar note to 
Beverly Walter: “I’ve felt hot and cold about it. Hating to leave here, yet realizing the 
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immensity and possibilities of a task where one could influence so many people.” 
Taylor was young and gifted and he knew it. He also understood that becoming all he 
was meant to be would require a larger platform. Leaving Louisiana was difficult, but 
necessary.
74
  
 In addition, Taylor’s experiences as a pastor intimately involved in voting 
rights, social justice issues and political affairs came to provide him with significant 
experience and skills as Taylor became involved in New York’s rough and tumble 
machine politics and urban life. Without question, Taylor learned how to weave 
together the concerns of church members, community groups, legal advocates, and 
unions without forsaking his moral principles and theological beliefs. Thus, when 
Taylor moved to New York City, he carried with him past experiences for future 
ministry.  
 Furthermore, Taylor’s years as a pastor in Louisiana were still among his 
formative years as a public speaker. It should not be lost that notwithstanding the 
cleric’s numerous experiences, his election as pastor of Concord occurred when he 
was only 29 years old. We have little or no record of a full text of a Taylor sermon 
prior to 1950. Common lore suggests that Taylor was an excellent speaker, but he was 
without the intellectual and stimulating prospects found abundant in New York.  This 
was not lost on Taylor. He understood his impending move in terms of its benefit to 
his career and standing in America, but also for the opportunity it provided him to 
develop as a person and public intellectual.
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Chapter Three: Beckoning of a Dream: The Golden Age and Disciplined, yet 
Undiminished, Indignation in America’s Crossroad, 1948-1961  
 
 
           This chapter describes Gardner Taylor’s role in bring the dream social equality 
to fruition in New York City. Taylor’s first 13 years of ministry at Concord Baptist 
Church, Brooklyn, NY and how that ministry created a platform which gave Taylor 
access to elite New York political, civic and national civil rights struggles are 
examined.  Taylor’s activism as an important New York City religious figure and role 
within National Baptist Convention life and how these roles overlapped and 
conflicted are discussed.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                               
          The Beckoning of a Dream was an article written by Gardner Taylor in 
February 1959 for the Watchmen-Examiner Magazine. Taylor argued that the 
integrated society for which many Americans yearned had not developed, but was 
rapidly evolving. The Supreme Court’s decision in Brown v Board of Education 
ending segregation in public education, the Montgomery Bus Boycott and economic 
and demographic changes had created an environment in which many could accept an 
integrated society. Taylor wrote, “Thus the ultimate morality of an integrated society 
is no longer seriously questioned; only the expediency of time is invoked.” The dream 
of a society based on equality was slowly becoming a reality---one hard fought, filled 
with struggle and slowly won, but real. Bringing this reality to existence required 
numerous people across America to fulfill their particular roles. 
1
            
           Gardner and Laura Taylor loaded their belongings into Taylor’s Nash 
automobile and drove to New York by way of Oberlin. Upon crossing the Ohio River 
Laura said, “Well, Gardner, I am crossing you over into free territory.” As Taylor’s 
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 Gardner C. Taylor, The Beckoning of a Dream, Gardner C. Taylor & Edward L. Taylor, ed., The Words 
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motivation for moving to New York City was his election as pastor of Concord 
Baptist Church, escaping Jim Crow had not been a primary goal, but it was certainly 
embraced by the Taylors. Prior to the move, Laura and Gardner had spent a 
significant amount of time in New York, including several weeks in August of 1946, 
and both enjoyed the city’s cosmopolitan life and more liberal racial environment that 
came with fewer tensions. The Taylors embraced their relocation to America’s largest 
city and accompanying challenges, both personal and professional. 
2
  
Post-War New York City’s borough of Brooklyn underwent a tremendous 
change in terms of culture and demographics.  Historian Martha Biondi notes that 
New York City’s African-American population rose from 458,000 in 1940 to 700,000 
in 1948. By 1950, 1,012,883 African-Americans lived in the New York metropolitan 
area.  Recalling those years, Taylor said, “So many black people had come up from 
the South, both for job opportunities and to escape the tensions of the situation of race 
in the South. And I caught a kind of flood tide of that incoming influx of great 
numbers of people of color.”  According to Dr. Taylor, every Sunday someone joined 
Concord. New members totaling 12, 18, or 20 on any given Sunday were not 
uncommon. Concord benefited from being located in Bedford Stuyvesant, a section of 
Brooklyn which author Isabella Wilkerson notes in her work The Warmth of Other 
Suns was one of the few places African-Americans could afford to live. As Taylor 
began his ministry in Brooklyn, Concord Baptist Church was possibly the third largest 
African-American congregation in the United States.
3
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It is difficult to accurately calculate Concord’s membership and, for that 
matter, any African-American church in New York City.  Very seldom did churches 
purge their rolls. Numbers often include every person who had ever joined which 
could stretch back many years. Suffice it to say that by the time Gardner Taylor began 
his pastorate, several thousand people were considered members, but approximately 
1,200 people could potentially cram into Concord’s Marcy Avenue location at either 
morning or evening worship.
4
 
  In addition, a conversation with Jerome Harris, Concord’s interim pastor and 
Taylor’s assistant minister proved instructive. On the evening Gardner Taylor was 
installed as pastor by the Reverend Edward Billups, president of the Louisiana Baptist 
Convention, Jerome Harris asked Pastor Taylor for transport to his home in Harlem.   
Harris and Taylor drove through the Bowery, an area where many citizens 
experiencing economic difficulties, homelessness, and hunger lived. Observing them, 
Harris said to Gardner Taylor, “These men thought they would take the City.”5   
Jerome Harris’s words implied that no person, no matter how greatly gifted, 
could master New York. Moreover, his comments may have been a word of caution to 
Taylor about Concord Baptist Church. The difficulty in leading a congregation that 
was multigenerational, numerically large, economically diverse, and filled with yet 
unknown complexes would prove challenging.  
In addition to caring for so many people, Gardner Taylor found the lines of 
authority were not neatly drawn.  Jim Farrar, Concord Baptist Church clerk said, 
                                                                                                                                                                      
 
4
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5
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“There was no king in Israel and every man was a king unto himself.”  Eighteen 
months without a leader had taken its toll on church life.
6
  
 Gardner Taylor faced another challenge resulting from his move to New York 
City. Taylor arrived when American Protestant preaching was at its apex, a lofty 
standard to which Taylor would be held. William B. Lawrence, in his work, Sundays 
in New York, describes a rich preaching tradition that existed in American Protestant 
life during mid-twentieth century New York City. Lawrence’s work focuses on four 
clergymen who became famous for their preaching on radio programs such as The Art 
of Living, National Radio Vespers, and National Radio Pulpit. The ministers included 
Harry Emerson Fosdick, unofficial leader of American theological liberalism who had 
recently retired from Riverside Church and was succeeded by Scotsman Robert J. 
McCracken. Also, discussed are George Buttrick of Madison Avenue Presbyterian 
Church, Ralph Stockman of Christ Church Methodist Episcopal Church, and Paul 
Scherer of Holy Trinity Episcopal Church whom Gardner Taylor revered as one of the 
great masters of the American pulpit.
7
  
Moreover, famous African-American preachers such as Adam Clayton Powell 
of Abyssinian Baptist Church in Harlem that was considered the largest African- 
American congregation in the United States, William Orlando Carrington of First 
African Methodist Episcopal Church in Brooklyn and Sandy F. Ray of Cornerstone 
Baptist Church in Brooklyn were in great demand as preachers across America.   
Gardner Taylor said of the era, “…New York City was the center of the greatest 
concentration of preaching that this country, perhaps the world, has ever known in 
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one city at one time.”  No longer did Gardner Taylor find himself one of merely a few 
well-educated clergymen in his city. Rather, he was now surrounded by elite ministers 
of every race, denomination, and theological persuasion. Enveloped by New York’s 
Golden Age of Preaching, Taylor was under pressure to produce sermons worthy of 
the era.
8
 
Thirty-year-old Gardner Taylor found the burden of taking on numerous 
obligations weighed heavily upon him. Taylor’s first two years were, as he recalled, 
“tense,” not to the point of a mental breakdown, but to nervousness.  Taylor was in 
awe of Concord, remarking that he “never got over it.”  Taylor’s worries about his 
responsibilities were stirring enough that he sought relief at Ridgewood Boxing Arena 
on Saturday nights. Given that Sunday is a work-day; many members of the clergy 
avoid Saturday evening engagements. Taylor’s departure from a normal routine 
indicates a level of anxiety not previously revealed.
9
 
Nonetheless, many of Gardner Taylor’s energies were devoted to civil rights, a 
cause which had become an integral part of his religious work. Little, if any, 
separation in Taylor’s theological belief system or understanding of his role as a 
practicing Christian minister and civil rights activism existed. Assisting those who 
suffered from injustice of any kind was seen by Taylor as emulating the work of Jesus 
Christ.  “Post-World War II America,” says Taylor, “had fertility for the civil rights 
movement.” New York City’s huge population, diverse intellectual beliefs, and a 
plurality of different racial and ethnic groups made for a hotbed of political and social 
activism.  African-Americans had seen measurable progress in voting and, as a result 
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of war industry needs, significant progress in workers’ rights. Paired with new 
freedoms experienced by thousands of African-American soldiers returning from 
battle zones, New York City, particularly Harlem and later Brooklyn, became centers 
of organizing and protestations for rights. From the inception of his tenure at 
Concord, Gardner Taylor joined in fighting for social causes.
10
  
Historian Clarence Taylor suggests that many Brooklyn clerics practiced an 
ideology he characterizes as “Afro-Christian Liberalism,” seeking and obtaining 
political power not for personal gain, but rather, to influence civil leaders on the 
distribution of economic and social resources. Gardner Taylor, Orlando Carrington, 
and Sandy F. Ray were among the leading figures who gave leadership in the Afro-
Christian model. Clarence Taylor contends that those who practice as Afro-Christian 
liberals are “ambassadors” for African-Americans, as they represent them in social 
and political spheres. Gardner Taylor has stated that no separation exists between 
Christianity and social justice, especially in terms of civil rights. Labeling Gardner 
Taylor an Afro-Christian liberal provides a framework by which we may understand 
his activism in Brooklyn, but also his early work in Louisiana which prepared him for 
social justice work within a larger sphere.
11
 
Taylor’s first major test of his preparation occurred when he protested on 
behalf of longshoremen in Brooklyn who endured ongoing job discrimination. Unions 
organized longshoremen and New York City awarded jurisdiction over particular 
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piers to various local affiliates. Worker seniority determined who worked which shifts 
and ships. That is to say, persons who held longer tenures were given better 
opportunities. An exclusively African-American local International Longshoreman’s 
Association (ILA) 968 had jurisdiction over Brooklyn docks during World War II. By 
1949, Local 968 had lost jurisdiction over Brooklyn docks and less than one hundred 
of the thousand-member local were employed due to hiring preferences given to 
whites union members.  Martha Biondi, in her work, To Stand and Fight, cites Local 
968 leader Cleophus Jacobs stating, “Negroes aren’t hired to work until all white 
longshoreman are shaped up.” Moreover, Local 968 faced stern opposition from 
International Union president Joe Ryan.
12
  
Picketing, sit-ins, and lawsuits were used to restore and expand Local 968’s 
rights. In March of 1949, Andronicus Jacobs, a cousin of Cleophus Jacobs, led many 
longshoremen in an attempt to physically take control of Brooklyn’s docks away from 
white workers. Biondi notes that the following day, 14,000 people marched for 
longshoremen rights. Judge Myles Page organized church civil leaders in support of 
the march. Thomas S. Harten, pastor of Holy Trinity Baptist Church in Brooklyn, 
Sandy F. Ray, and Gardner C. Taylor were among those who protested.  The effort 
failed to persuade New York City Mayor William O’Dwyer to reinstate Local 968’s 
dock jurisdiction.
13
   
Striving for equal rights alongside longshoremen provided Gardner Taylor 
with an introduction to social, economic and racial struggles familiar to African- 
Americans living in New York City and the northern United States. Although 
protesting workers did not receive all of the rights requested, Taylor was able to 
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observe how social action and politics were interwoven. The interplay between social 
and political worlds occurred among activists of different political ideologies such as 
“Mr. Republican,” Sandy Ray. Arriving from Louisiana, a state controlled by 
Democrats, Taylor entered New York public life as a life-long Democrat alone among 
his African-American pastoral colleagues. Nevertheless, activists espousing differing 
points of view did work together. Moreover, New York’s increasingly diverse 
immigrant population called for a unique balance between the needs of African-
Americans and powerful immigrant groups who had emerged as power players in 
New York City life.
14
 
Gardner Taylor’s responsibilities as pastor included continuing involvement in 
denominational and civic affairs including the Baptist World Alliance. Prior to 1940, 
Baptist World Alliance meetings, known as a Congress, were held every five years. 
Disturbed by World War II, the Alliance determined at its 1947 meeting in 
Copenhagen to return to its former schedule. Scheduled for 1950, the next Congress 
was held in Cleveland, Ohio. Program committee members, among them W. J. 
Jernigan of Mount Carmel Baptist Church in Washington, D. C., contacted potential 
speakers from across the globe. Jernigan remembered Gardner Taylor’s positive 
attitude when told that time would not allow for him to bring greetings to delegates in 
Copenhagen.  Through Jernigan’s efforts, Gardner Taylor was invited to preach at the 
BWA Congress on Sunday morning, July 23, 1950. As Alliance officials expected 
that thousands of visitors would not find seats in churches, worship was held in the 
Cleveland Public Auditorium. Dr. Louie D. Newton, pastor of Druid Hills Baptist in 
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Atlanta and Alliance Vice President, presided.  Congress minutes state, “he was heard 
in breathless attention.”15 
They Shall Ask the Way to Zion,  from  Jeremiah 50:5 and written especially 
for the occasion, reveals much about Gardner Taylor’s ideological beliefs, his use of 
oration to further civil rights goals, and his own particular gifts as a preacher. The 
central theme was that various pathways have been explored by humanity as answers 
to life’s questions, including education and morality. According to Taylor, human 
standards have been proved inadequate, as seen in the educated German’s use of 
concentration camps: “Education was the answer, until along came the Nazi horror, 
established in the best-educated land on earth. Along it came, breathing its 
threatening, opening its gas chambers, multiplying the horrors of its concentration 
camps, venting demonic violence on the basis of race, which was but the elaborating 
of what other parts of the  world had done-some not too far from this lakefront.”16 
No more than three paragraphs into the message, Taylor revealed what this 
message is really about: race. Using Nazi Germany’s treatment of Jews opens 
intellectual space in which to discuss discrimination against people because of their 
color. Taylor’s argument linking U.S. and foreign civil rights, in particular the status 
of Jews and African-Americans, was not unique. Many had connected America’s 
effort to vanquish injustice in foreign lands with its failure to do so at home, the 
“Double V” Campaign promoted by the Pittsburgh Courier most notable among 
them. Historian Patricia Sullivan notes the Pittsburgh Courier’s commentary on the 
government inaction which occurred after the death of the NAACP’s first official 
known to have died during civil rights activity: “There is something definitely wrong 
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about a so-called democratic government that froths at the mouth about… terrorism 
abroad, yet has not a mumble of condemnation for the same sort of thing at home.” 
Although not personally connected to the “Double V” campaign, Taylor’s message 
may be seen as an extension of efforts to win victory at home and abroad. Taylor 
continued highlighting the Holocaust experience as a primary example for victory 
abroad and motivation for victory at home on other occasions throughout his career.
17
  
Taylor advocated for his firmly-held belief that one’s faith cannot include a 
division based on race, and no person claiming belief can allow such a separation.  
Taylor states, “No doctrine of race can be made to fit the frame of the gospel of 
Christ. We shall be Christian at the point of race, or forced to confess we are not 
Christians at all.” Furthermore, Taylor points out that African-Americans and white 
Christians both claim to be believers who do not discriminate, but “11:00 Sunday 
Morning is the most segregated hour in America.” The message concludes with an 
admonition to end human divisions based on race. The way to Zion is together, “His 
(Christ) way of a new brotherhood deeper than race is the only way.”18  
Gardner Taylor constructed a well-organized message designed to engender 
greater understanding of civil rights issues for people of color searching for equality 
around the world. Taylor’s message helped turn what could have been a tense moment 
into an opportunity for peaceful worship between various races. Certainly avoiding 
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any controversial issue would have been the easiest way to address delegates. An 
opportunity to engage 10,000 people on issues of race and justice required his 
acknowledgement and attention. No better venue could be found than one in which 
delegates of every race worshipped together.  Reporting on the event, the New York 
Times declared, “There was no evidence, however of racial segregation” the Times 
continued, “throughout the huge congregation there were representatives of the two 
races freely intermingled.” On religious grounds of equality, Gardner Taylor became 
an ambassador for racial harmony.
19
  
Although Gardner Taylor engaged in Baptist denominational life, social affairs 
and community events, Concord Church remained his primary focus. Concord and 
local labors in ministry are what framed his being.  Events at Concord hold significant 
importance in understanding Gardner Taylor’s development as a person, preacher, and 
leader. In this regard, few dates are as important in attaining some understanding of 
Taylor’s time at Concord or his entire ministry as the day of October 2, 1952.  
 The funeral of Concord member Edna Richards took place on October 2 and 
upon its conclusion, her body remained at Concord in preparation for the scheduled 
burial to be held at Evergreen Cemetery the next day. An unexpected thunderstorm 
poured massive amounts of rain, and lightning strikes appeared over Brooklyn. A 
young man, whose name is lost to us, smelled smoke as he worked.  Upon inspection, 
he discovered a raging fire. He escaped its flames unharmed, but the blaze essentially 
cremated the remains of the deceased. Pastor Taylor rushed to Concord’s Macy 
Avenue location, where he joined with others to witness the five-alarm fire as nearly 
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100 percent of Concord’s building was reduced to ashes, including tens of thousands 
of dollars in recent renovations. 
20
 
The next day officers and leaders met with Gardner Taylor at Concord’s 
parsonage. Taylor’s message to Concord’s leaders and New York rang clear: “We are 
going to go forward because I have a community of baptized believers who believe in 
me and in what I have said in the four years of my preaching here and with them and 
their faith in God and my leadership, we cannot fail.” Pastor Taylor received offers of 
assistance from 15 churches, including an offer from Union Methodist Church, a 
predominately white congregation, to hold Sunday service at their location. Union’s 
offer was accepted, as was an offer from Siloam Presbyterian Church, pastored by 
Milton A. Galamison, to hold evening communion service in their sanctuary. During 
these services, members were asked to give money towards the rebuilding of the 
church. Also, members were informed that Concord’s former building at 166-170 
Adelphi Street still owned by Concord, but currently occupied by the Baptist Church 
of Salvation would become their temporary home. Laborers of every kind were asked 
to meet with Pastor Taylor to consider needed renovations to a deteriorating facility.
21
    
 Plans for rebuilding efforts began immediately. Firms committed to 
fundraising were rarely, if ever, used in the African-American church. After receiving 
recommendations from friends, Gardner Taylor led members to employ fundraising 
consultants Matz and Lunday. Although members cautiously embraced the firm, their 
efforts did yield $630,000. American Baptist architect David D. Merrell began 
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working on plans; the Seelye Firm drew structural designs; Harry Terry did electrical 
work; and Thompson-Brinkworth was the general contractor.
22
  
 As demolition and construction planning began, Concord settled into their 
former building, now a refurbished home. Concord broke ground for its new facility 
on July 19, 1953. Sandy F. Ray was the occasion’s main speaker. For the next three 
years, Concord worshipped twice each morning in order to accommodate all of its 
parishioners. Pledges were paid and thousands of dollars were received from friends 
and churches from across America. 
23
  
  American Baptist Churches, U.S.A., held its national convention in Denver, 
Colorado in May 1953, where Taylor preached during the communion service.  In 
Taylor’s sermon titled Christ and Human Rights, published later in part as There is 
Power in that Cross, Taylor sought to motivate American Baptists to use their 
influence to end segregation on the basis that the cross of Christ made equal all those 
who were believers. In the first quarter of the sermon that does not appear in print, 
Gardner Taylor notes how earlier that year he had spent time with Albert Einstein one 
afternoon while in Princeton for a series of sermons at Nassau Presbyterian Church. 
Taylor recalls Einstein’s concern about the conflicts of the age, stating, “…this gallant 
soul expressed the fear that disharmony and conflict between men are their natural 
climate and that while we must continue striving to produce concord, we must 
recognize that we work against our natural tendency.” Taylor suggests that Einstein’s 
words beckoned human beings to “bridge the chasm between foes…”24 
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 Gardner Taylor’s critique of clergy for a paucity of pulpit speech that seeks to 
span the chasm between races serves as an indictment upon ministers and churches.  
Taylor cites lines from Camion Real by Tennessee Williams as an example of a 
powerless church, saying, “Brother! What is that? It’s a word for pulpits and not for 
life.” Taylor explained, “They have even fashioned poetry about our own impotence 
as a Christian Church.
25
 
 The powerlessness of the Church is embodied in the behavior of Christians 
toward racial issues.  As an example, Gardner Taylor recited comments made by Dr. 
Arthur Bouton of Union Methodist Church on the day Concord was housed at their 
church’s sanctuary due to the loss of their building: “It’s a shame that we’ve got to 
burn a church down in order to get Christians together.” In another example, Taylor 
assessed his own Concord Baptist Church’s place in race: “… in my own beloved 
borough, my own church, all black, is less Christian, at least in appearance, than the 
baseball diamond at Ebbets Field in the same borough.” The inability of churches that 
claimed Christian faith to unite on Sunday morning was Taylor’s charge of those 
present.  Though found guilty for failing Christian faith, in Taylor’s motif, acquittal is 
possible when all accept the power of the cross. Taylor said, “There is power in our 
cross to bridge the chasm between human beings, to bring people of diverse 
backgrounds together; to unite them on that hill where manna from eternity falls.”  
This bond of brotherhood is Taylor’s message. Moreover, his sermon indicates that 
brotherhood is a reoccurring theme in his oratorical argument for racial equality. 
Taylor’s sermon is one of religious faith and social justice, different subject, but as 
Alfonza W. Fullwood argues both “are part(s) of the same conversation.”  Fullwood 
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continues, “Taylor’s understanding of racial harmony is not based on political and 
economic systems of earthly government. Essentially, he understands the idea of a 
seamless community, without differences, based on cultural factors with 
eschatological perspective.
26
 
 In the summer of 1955, Gardner Taylor continued his work within Baptist 
denominational life by addressing the Baptist World Alliance at its Golden Jubilee 
Congress held at Westminster Hall in London, in the United Kingdom. His subject, 
The Minister in Today’s World, encourages clergy to hold fast and not shrink from 
challenges brought on by post-world war conditions, changing circumstances and 
modern life. Along with visiting the United Kingdom, Taylor traveled to several 
countries in Europe including Rome, Italy, and before year’s end, Taylor led Concord 
to engage in the challenges of race at home.
27
   
The new Concord Church’s lower level had been completed and utilized by 
members.  Taking action to advance race relations in Brooklyn, Hanson Place Central 
Methodist Church sent 50 members to visit Concord. In Dr. Taylor’s sermon, “God’s 
Light for Man’s Darkness,” he said, “Unless we turn in faith to Him, the tension and 
darkness will get deeper.”  Later, Concord sent 100 members to Central to hear their 
pastor, Rev. Dr. John E. Zeiter.
28
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Concord Baptist Church had overcome many obstacles while it worshipped on 
Adelphi Street. By June 5, 1955, the lower level of Concord’s new facility had been 
completed and congregants marched from St. Augustine Episcopal Church to Marcy 
Avenue celebrating their progress and partial use of their new building. Yet one 
impediment stood between Concord and the completion of its upper level sanctuary: 
finances.  Indeed, only days after the fire, the question of financing a new facility on 
the scale Taylor envisioned came into question. Whether in a private meeting, weekly 
services, or on special occasions such as the anniversary of the fire, Taylor 
encouraged members to give and encouraged them to have hope that financial 
obstacles, though daunting could be overcome.  Concord received various gifts, held 
special programs and collected many offerings, many of them led by Laura Taylor.  
However, as Concord’s new facility rose it became apparent that its grander scale and 
scoop of envisioned services demanded more funds and thus more elaborate 
financing.
29
  
 Months after losing Concord’s building to fire, Gardner Taylor, Walter 
Taylor, Harold Mason and others attempted without success to find a bank willing to 
loan approximately $800,000 without any substantial collateral. Although Concord 
had established a Federal Credit Union in 1950, it was not capable of financing so 
large a project. Even Dime Savings Bank, which held some of Concord’s accounts for 
42 years, had never made a loan to African-Americans for construction of a church. In 
response to denying Concord’s loan application, Concord and nearly all of its 
members who held accounts at Dime Savings Banks withdraw their funds. Finally, it 
was Mr. Richard Brennan, president of Brevoort Bank, who agreed to a $375,000 loan 
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in conjunction with other banks. A joint mortgage of this type for a religious house 
required a change in New York State Law, which Concord sought and obtained. 
Concord’s membership raised another $630,000 over 130 weeks. With the addition of 
the $275,000 insurance settlement, Concord exceeded its full financing construction 
costs of $1,250,000. Including interest payments, the eventual cost exceeded $ 1.7 
million, making it, as historian Taylor Branch coined, “a million dollar church,” a first 
for any African-American congregation in the United States.
30
  
On April 1, 1956, Concord was completely filled when it began official use of 
its completed upper-level sanctuary, seating 2,250. Ebony magazine, impressed with 
Taylor’s accomplishments, named him one of America’s “Bright Young Men of 
God.” At the same time, an ever-widening audience began to take note of Taylor’s 
contributions to race relations and his leadership of Concord. To be sure, Taylor’s 
work as pastor of New York City’s now-second largest African-American church 
during some difficult years earned him respect across racial, religious and secular 
lines as noted by his selection as the first African-American preacher on NBC Radio 
pulpit, appointment to a local school board, election to leadership of the Brooklyn 
Protestant Council of Churches, and, later, its city-wide parent organization. On this 
occasion, Taylor spoke again of interracial ties as “not just a victory for Negroes. It is 
a victory for white citizens as well, for it is proof of the growing awareness in our 
community that all men are equal in the sight of God.”31 
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 The Concord fire was another pivotal moment in Taylor’s life and ministry. 
Arguably, of the many significant life events Gardner Taylor experienced, “The Fire” 
may have been the most influential, multidimensional event since, “The Accident of 
1937” that inspired him to become a minister. Pastor Taylor became leader of 
Concord during a period of discord. Though not overwhelmingly split, numerous 
cliques had developed during Concord’s period of pastoral vacancy. As Deacon Farr 
informed Taylor, “there is no king in Israel.” Between 1948 and 1952, Concord’s 
membership experienced a natural growth in the relationship between pastor and 
people. The Fire of 1952 accelerated that relationship. In one night, members and 
leaders of Concord were forced to look to Gardner Taylor as more than an orator who 
kept pews filled, but as a pastor: one in charge of caring for the flock; and Chief 
Executive Officer: one who is responsible for Concord’s corporate affairs.  With the 
cooperation Gardner Taylor received from deacons, trustees, ministry leaders, and 
church officers, he began to transform Concord into a ministry for social and 
community change.  
 Prior to 1952, Gardner Taylor was well-regarded as a preacher and known by 
many as the son of Washington Taylor, one-time vice president-at-large of the 
National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. Although privileged to have pastored large 
churches in Louisiana as well as Concord, determined, by some, as the third largest 
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African-American church in the United States, Gardner Taylor had not been 
responsible for a major church-related accomplishment. That is to say, no church 
under Taylor’s leadership had built a school, seminary, housing, a financial 
institution, or a new church complex. Tangible accomplishments garner prestige and 
respect from community leaders, political leaders and national clergy of similar note, 
given the gravitas required to speak with authority on religious and social matters. 
The Gardner Taylor many heard advocating after “The Fire of 1952” has a persuasive 
voice which carries the authority of experience, a prerequisite for clergy seeking 
leadership in movement for social change.  
 Furthermore, Gardner Taylor’s actions in the aftermath of the fire and 
subsequent leadership during Concord’s reconstruction provide scholars with valuable 
insight on the inner workings of Clarence Taylor’s Afro-Christian Liberalism. “The 
most prominent ideological group among black clergy,” asserts Professor Taylor, 
belonged to Afro-Christian Liberalism. A main characteristic of their philosophy 
suggests, “They became close to local and state officials and politicians not to gain 
personal advantage but to win concessions for the community.  Perhaps no one in 
1950’s Brooklyn personified Clarence Taylor’s argument more than Gardner Taylor.32  
 As a confidant of Mayor Robert Wagner, a member of a local school board 
and several New York City commissions, Gardner Taylor’s high community visibility 
placed him in a unique position to receive donations from non-members of all races, 
secure temporary worship space, obtain speedy building permits; construction loan 
approval; and successfully advocated for a change in New York state law required for 
Concord Baptist Church’s prospective multibank loan agreement. During a moment 
of substantial need, actualizing good will from New York’s white community became 
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possible because of Gardner Taylor’s palpable relationship. Without question, other 
congregations led by distinguished personalities such as Sandy F. Ray, George 
Thomas of Brown Memorial, and Benjamin Lowery of Zion Baptist were also 
beneficiaries of Afro-Christian Liberalism, but none more so than Pastor Taylor, 
leader of the “million dollar church.”33 
 Pastor Taylor continued to involve himself in multiple civil rights, community 
and religious organizations.  The Brooklyn division of the Greater New York Urban 
League garnered much of Gardner Taylor’s attention as he accepted an appointment 
to the board of the Greater New York organization in February 1952. He served as 
Chairman of the Brooklyn division’s advisory board. The Brooklyn Urban League 
conference urged housing integration and an end to privation in housing. In 1955, 
Taylor was elected Vice President of the Board of Directors of the Greater New York 
Chapter. As an active member of the executive board of the Urban League, he later 
testified on its behalf at public hearings by the Board of Education.
34
  
Dr. Taylor was president of the Brooklyn Division of the Protestant Church 
Council of the City of New York and ascended to the presidency of the citywide 
organization on February 10, 1958, becoming its youngest and first Baptist leader.  
Judgeships for members of Protestant faith groups became a central goal during his 
tenure. Taylor wrote to 465 Brooklyn ministers informing them that 29% of the 
borough was Protestant, but held only 7% of judgeships, meaning out of 75 persons 
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only 5 were Protestant. As the problem of judgeships received more publicity, 
additional seats were allotted to Protestants.
35
  
After only 11 months of service at Concord, Gardner Taylor began his journey 
into New York City politics when Mayor Robert Wagner appointed him to the 
Brooklyn Local School Board 27. Later, Pastor Taylor was one of 14 named by 
Mayor Wagner to the Commission on Intergroup Relations (COIR) chaired by 
Herbert B. Swope. Charged with examining how city services and race intertwine, 
this commission reviewed problems of racial and religious discrimination and 
violation of civil rights. It held broad investigative powers, the right to issue 
subpoenas and the ability to hear testimony under oath.
36
 
While Taylor was entangled in a web of denominational controversy, he found 
time to continue his interdenominational and civil rights work. Taylor completed his 
third and final term as President of the Protestant Council of Church of New York 
City. Speaking at the 17
th
 Annual meeting of the Council at the Interfaith Church 
Center, Taylor’s remarks sought to address the paucity of Protestant influence, 
especially in terms of advancing the causes of racial equality and ending American 
discrimination, saying, “The great business of erasing poverty, supporting just wages 
for the most menial task, alert political aggressiveness in terms of positions in the 
structure of government for Protestant laymen, coming to grips with the city which 
will increasingly dominate American political life, wiping out the fatal flaw of 
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disparity and discrimination, challenging the nation to something better than a fat, 
fatuous, fumbling contentment-this is the job of an alert Protestantism.”37 
In addition, Taylor served as preacher for the 42
nd
 Annual United Easter Dawn 
Service sponsored by the Protestant Council of Church of New York City held in 
Radio City Music Hall April 2, 1961. Taylor also participated in a preaching tour in 
The United Kingdom on behalf of the Protestant Council.
38
  
  Gardner Taylor admired the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE) for their 
methods of personal direct involvement in protest. Taylor joined CORE’s Brooklyn 
chapter and later served as a member of its National Advisory Board. When James 
Farmer was appointed National Director of CORE, Taylor was among those who 
urged his selection. Moreover, Taylor supported CORE’s board and Farmer in its 
Freedom Ride Campaign to integrate public transportation by breaking segregation 
laws. Concord welcomed freedom riders to returning to New York with a mass rally 
sponsored by CORE. Farmer and baseball integration hero Jackie Robinson addressed 
an impressive gathering. Concord hosted the Urban League’s forum on Civil Rights. 
Taylor, in his capacity as Vice President of the New York Urban League, chaired the 
multi-racial, interdenominational gathering of religious, civil and labor leaders.
39
 
Taylor also participated in the ground-breaking demonstrations against 
Woolworth Department Store for its policies of discrimination toward African-
Americans. Throughout the United States, Woolworth maintained segregated lunch 
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counters, along with other discriminatory practices. Students at North Carolina 
Agricultural and Technical College attempted to desegregate the Woolworth lunch 
counter in Greensboro, North Carolina by “sit-in” refusing to move until served by 
wait staff. The movement quickly spread across the United States including 
Brooklyn.
40
  
Under the direction of CORE and the leadership of Marjorie Leeds, her 
husband and activist Oliver Leeds, and New York Core director Tom Roberts, protest 
marches and sit-ins began across New York City. Clergymen both White and African- 
American were organized under the CORE committee titled the Church Committee 
on Woolworth Policies. Historian Brian Purnell describes how Gardner Taylor and 
other members of the clergy marched in front of Woolworth’s Manhattan 
headquarters on April 18 and 21 with signs that read, “Segregation Is Morally Wrong” 
and “Southern Woolworth Segregates.” CORE’s campaign continued into late Fall 
when Woolworth began changing its racial policies.
41
  
Simultaneously, Taylor continued his political activities that reached a new 
level when he accepted the Co-Chairmanship of the New York State Democratic 
Campaign Committee. Among Taylor’s primary duties were to speak on behalf of the 
John F. Kennedy-Lyndon Johnson presidential ticket and organize voter support for 
the election. Taylor Branch notes that among Gardner Taylor’s chief methods for 
promoting Kennedy’s election to the presidency was the telephone and mail list 
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developed for his own candidacy for president of the National Baptist Convention, 
U.S.A. in 1960. 
42
  
American religious leaders were split in their opinion on whether or not a 
Catholic could serve as president without regard to loyalty to Papal Authority. In his 
capacity as a state campaign committee co-chairman and as President of the Protestant 
Council of Churches of New York City, Taylor addressed concerns of citizens who 
were uneasy about a Catholic becoming president of the United States. When asked 
his opinion, Taylor stated that “(he) cannot penalize a man on the basis of race, 
religion or national origin. This is basic to America.” Taylor continued, “I am a 
Democrat. A person can be a Catholic and be a good President.” 
Taylor became so involved in political activities that many began to think of 
him as a candidate for an appointed position in President Kennedy’s cabinet or an 
elective office such as the Presidency of the Borough of Brooklyn. Adam Clayton 
Powell had been elected to Congress from Harlem in 1944, changing New York’s 
political landscape. Wil Haygood remarks that Powell “had rallied the masses of 
Harlem.” In much the same respect, many thought that Brooklyn’s growing African-
American and Latino population could successfully field a candidate and none 
seemed more promising than Gardner Taylor. Republican leaders once considered 
Sandy Ray, a former Ohio legislator as a possible contender for election as a United 
States Congressman, but Ray did not attempt to enter elective politics in New York. 
Alas, hopes fell upon Democratic Party member Taylor for the Tenth Congressional 
District. The seat held by Edna Kelly seemed to offer an opportunity which Taylor 
eventually decided against, preferring to reallocate his time to church-related duties. 
Like Ray, Taylor never became a candidate for Congress nor any other elected 
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position in New York City; however, rumors of a possible race persisted into the 
1970s.
43
 
 Gardner Taylor never held elective office; however, his position as pastor of 
the second largest African-American church gave him political clout which led to his 
appointment to many groups, including the New York City Board of Education.  After 
just 11 months as pastor of Concord Baptist Church, Brooklyn Borough President 
John Cashmore appointed thirty-year-old Taylor to Local School Board 27 in 
Bedford-Stuyvesant. By 1958, Mayor Robert Wagner had appointed Taylor to the 
city-wide Board of Education, replacing its first African-American member, the 
Reverend John Coleman Rector of St. Phillips Episcopal Church.
44
  
 As most of America’s public schools were segregated, so too were New York 
City schools.  Taylor’s appointment to the Board of Education placed him inside New 
York City’s political structure, a position from which policy on many issues including 
integration could be influenced.  Perhaps the most notable leader of integration efforts 
outside of city government was the Reverend Milton Galamison, pastor of Brooklyn’s 
Siloam Presbyterian Church. Galamison, a Philadelphia native, had been educated at 
Saint Augustine College, Lincoln University and Princeton Theological Seminary. 
After serving the prestigious Witherspoon Presbyterian Church in Princeton, NJ, 
Galamison began his pastorate at Siloam Presbyterian.
45
  
                                                          
43
New York Amsterdam News, January 3, 1961.  It had been speculated in the press that Taylor would 
receive an appointment as Post Master General of the United States.   Wil Haygood, King of the Cats: 
The Life and Times of Adam Clayton Powell, Jr., (New York: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1993) pp., 
105, 382; Clarence Taylor, Knocking At Your Door, p. 3; Clarence Taylor, Black Religious, Intellectuals, 
p. 39; New York Times, January 22, 1960. 
 
44
 New York Times, March 25, 1958; Clarence Taylor, Black Religious Intellectuals, p. 39; Clarence 
Taylor, The Black Churches of Brooklyn, p. 118. 
 
45
 Clarence Taylor, Knocking at Our Door: Milton A. Galamison and the Struggle to Integrate New York 
City Schools (New York: Columbia University Press, 1997), p. 23. 
 
Page | 129 
 
 Like his Brooklyn colleague Gardner C. Taylor, Galamison was a community 
activist with an extensive record of protesting for equality in education, voting and 
civil rights. As leader of the NAACP Brooklyn Chapter Education Committee and 
later as chapter president, Galamison began organizing campaigns to end segregation 
in New York City schools. With the support of community leaders and the National 
NAACP, Galamison stirred support for NAACP efforts. Within the context of 
ongoing efforts to integrate, educational leaders Milton Galamison and Gardner C. 
Taylor, activist and board member respectively, rose to prominence as partners.
46
 
  On April 10, 1958, Dr. Charles Rank, Vice President of the Board of 
Education, formally introduced Gardner Taylor as a board member. Immediately, 
Taylor was confronted by the first of many ongoing problems in New York City 
public education: overcrowding. New York City’s swelling post-World War II 
population had caused a shortage of acceptable school classrooms. James Madison 
High School in Brooklyn had 5,347 students registered. In order to relieve the 
overcrowding, a new high school was under construction at Sheepshead Bay. A 
proposal to furnish a temporary annex in 13 vacant rooms of Public School 222, an 
elementary school, was already under consideration. Although not yet an official 
member of the Board of Education, Taylor was invited to discuss the matter with 
fellow board member Cecile Ruth Sands, head of the Elementary School Division; 
Associate Superintendent Florence S. Beaumont; Head of Housing Division, Dr. 
David H. Moskowitz; and Mr. Fred Schoenbery, assistant to High School Division 
head Dr. Pertsch. Many parents and some school officials were apprehensive at 
sending high school students to an elementary school. Opposition to the Public School 
222 Annex was noted. However, a resolution adopting the proposal was passed on 
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May 1, 1958, with Taylor noting that he and board member Sands had met with 
concerned parents that “very morning” and had assured them that every attempt to 
employ a “palatable solution” had been attempted.47    
As an active member of the executive board of the Urban League, Taylor had 
testified on its behalf at public hearings by the Board of Education. In addition, Taylor 
had supported Urban League and Milton Galamison in their efforts to integrate 
schools, most notably Brooklyn’s Junior High 258. However, as of April 1958, Taylor 
found himself a member of the very group he had attempted to push toward full 
integration of public schools. 
48
  
The Board of Education’s May 13, 1958, meeting provides an interesting 
example of the unique space Taylor occupied as a member of the Board. President 
Charles Silver was unanimously reelected board president. Among those community 
leaders who offered remarks of congratulations was Bernard Restwick, a leader of the 
Urban League of Greater New York. Ironically, he was escorted by Gardner Taylor, 
Vice President of the Urban League and Board of Education member. In his brief 
statement, Restwick spoke with hope saying, “That by the time your re-election 
comes on again, that problem of integration in the city schools of New York will not 
be a problem with which we will have to concern ourselves.”  Taylor, in his multiple 
roles of community leader, pastor, race leader and Board of Education member, 
served as a bridge between community interest and Board of Education policy.  
Taylor’s positions made him a uniquely qualified representative who could interact 
within each sphere of influence while simultaneously serving as a point of intersection 
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for both. One might easily surmise that Mayor Robert Wagner understood Taylor’s 
ability to negotiate certain constituencies when issuing his appointment.
49
 
Taylor’s service on the Board of Education included committee assignment to 
the Finance and Budget, Instructional Affairs, Social and Neighborhood Relations and 
Integration Committee, which Taylor chaired. Dr. Charles Rank and Mrs. Cecile 
Sands joined Taylor on the Integration Committee. Much of Taylor’s work centered 
on school location and construction. Taylor believed that school proximity to racial 
groups aided in integration efforts. Milton Galamison, representing the Brooklyn 
Chapter of the NAACP, expressed concerns over the proposed construction of Public 
School 305 at 344 Monroe Street, Brooklyn, located less than one block from 
Taylor’s Concord Baptist Church. Taylor supported Galamison’s concerns that 
resulted in additional study; however, the site was eventually approved. Public School 
309 at 794 Monroe Street, Brooklyn had similar concerns raised over their proximity 
to churches and potential for integration, but received board approval with Taylor 
changing his initial objection to an abstention.
50
  
The pressing concern among stakeholders in education policy, particularly 
Gardner Taylor, was integration. School districts throughout the United States 
wrestled with implementing Brown v. Topeka Board of Education, a 1954 decision in 
which the Supreme Court found separate but equal public schools for black and white 
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students unconstitutional.  Taylor, who was a strong proponent of integration, used his 
position to urge fellow board members to end segregation in New York City 
schools.
51
  
Taylor linked the struggle to end legal segregation in southern public schools 
with those in other parts of America. Taylor anticipated the difficulties of integrating 
public schools, particularly those challenges facing students at Little Rock’s Central 
High School. During an address to the Board of Education, Taylor compared New 
York City with Little Rock and the comparison was disturbing to him. “I am 
confident that you will see this as one more instance of the forthrightness with which 
we must move, in the matter of full and complete integration of New York schools. 
We condemn the assault on our democracy which came in the infamous attacks on 
nine little Negro children, and rightly but Little Rock will never be right until New 
York is right; and New York will never be right until Little Rock is right.”52  
Although a strong supporter of the integration efforts of Galamison and New 
York City civic groups, Taylor often found himself having to balance between his 
roles as a civil rights leader who urged citizens to protest for equal education and with 
his position as political appointee. Among the incidents in which Taylor stood as a 
bridge between parties, perhaps none was more conspicuous than the Board of 
Education of New York City vs. Stanley and Bernice Skipwith court case. The 
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Skipwiths did not send their daughter Charlene to a public school because her 
assigned school was considered inferior. Charlene’s parents did not provide her with 
home, private or parochial education. The Skipwiths’ decision to prevent Charlene 
from attending school rested on the understanding that schools were subpar due to “de 
facto segregation.” The Board of Education sued the Skipwiths for neglect. In 
essence, if the law required students to attend school, but parents could legally 
prevent their children from attending segregated schools because they were inferior, 
New York City’s Board of Education would be required to develop an equal 
education for all students. In what Adina Back calls “a landmark decision,” Justice 
Justine W. Polier ruled in the Skipwith’ favor. Polier declared that the Board of 
Education provided an inferior education to African-American children. Moreover, 
the case “explicably linked Northern and Southern civil rights struggles.” Both areas 
of the United States had segregation, although New York parents, through their legal 
action, redefined the legal understanding of how segregation was uniquely practiced 
in New York City. Polier’s ruling was made from the perspective of “Institutional 
Racism.”53  
The Board of Education met on January 13, 1959, in an Executive Session 
where it voted 4 to 3 to appeal Justice Polier’s ruling.  A number of groups requested 
remarks when the Board met at its regularly scheduled February 26 meeting. Judge 
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Hurbert Delaney spoke on behalf of a number of community and religious groups. 
Other speakers included Mrs. Thelma Johnson, Parent Teacher Associations affiliated 
with the Emergency Committee on the New York Education Crisis; Richard Parrish, 
Community Teachers Association; Ascher Katz, Metropolitan Council of the 
American Jewish Congress; Seymour Posner, the Urban League of Greater New 
York; and Mrs. Rose Russell. 
54
 
Taylor had made public comments prior to board deliberation. During the 
January 18, worship service, Taylor declared, “If this appeal of the Board of 
Education from the Polier decision is upheld; we must and will resist this with every 
strength we can summon.” Board President Silver called on Taylor to air his point of 
view after others had spoken. As the lone African-American member of the board, 
Taylor walked a fine line in support of integration while fulfilling his legal obligation 
to represent the City of New York. Part of his remarks attempted to move the board in 
the direction of speakers who supported Judge Polier’s decision, saying in part, “I do 
not believe that this Board of Education wishes to do itself a disservice and to inflict a 
deep and lasting scar on the good name of this City which we love, by failing to see 
the Polier decision educationally. I do not believe that this Board will knowingly and 
ultimately involve itself in the stain of standing or seeming to stand in the way of fair 
and integrated education for all of the children of the City of New York.” Yet, 
Gardner Taylor went on to commend those who spoke for their concern, board 
members for their work, and the president for leading the board on this issue. Taylor 
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then moved that the board would give ‘…full and careful consideration to the views 
stated…” which passed unanimously.55  
Taylor’s diplomatic method coincided with the Empire Baptist Convention’s 
action which called for the removal of all board members except Taylor unless the 
Board of Education dropped its lawsuit against the Skipwiths. Although he was not 
involved in the Baptist Convention’s call for a change in board membership, through 
an appointment made by the Empire Baptist president Sandy F. Ray, Taylor served as 
chairman of its social action committee. Taylor’s Concord Baptist Church redirected 
its annual $1,000 United Negro College Fund, offering it to the emergency committee 
established to fight the Board’s appeal. Many African-Americans and Puerto Rican 
families rallied in opposition to continued litigation, an action reinforced by the 
negative impressions minorities had formed regarding New York City educational 
policy. Adina Back notes, “The board’s action confirmed many African-Americans’ 
long–held suspicions that, as Dr. Taylor put it, ‘The city of New York is saying to 
underprivileged Negro and Puerto Rican children just this: You can’t go to schools 
that are equal, you can’t have equal opportunities here.’ ” The Board of Education 
dropped its appeal of Justice Polier’s decision. Mayor Wagner’s Committee on 
Intergroup Relations (COIR) worked with Paul Zuber, attorney for the Skipwiths, 
other parents involved in similar cases and Superintendent John Theobadd to shape a 
settlement. The terms did not require students to attend schools for which they were 
zoned, nor did it permit students to attend requested schools, but, rather, a school 
chosen by School Superintendent Theobadd which “…offered special guidance 
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services and a cultural program sponsored by the College Entrance Examination 
Board and the National Scholarship Services for Negro Students.”56 
Among the Board of Education’s first attempts at integration was a program to 
transfer 450 Black and Puerto Rican children from Harlem schools to predominantly 
white Yorkville schools. It was not seen as integration and the word was never used. 
Instead it was portrayed as relieving overcrowding in the Harlem schools. Dr. Taylor, 
the only African-American member on the board, was bothered by the fact that the 
move was not seen as integration and accused the board of avoiding the issue. 
However, he commented that though it pained him, he still believed in the action.
57
 
As historian Clarence Taylor notes, a similar move was made in September for 
black students from the Bedford Stuyvesant sections to be sent to predominantly 
white schools in Glendale and Ridgewood, Queens. This caused some unrest with 
parents there who organized a public protest against the transfer. White parents in 
Flatbush prevented transfers of their children through a successful lawsuit based on 
racial discrimination.
58
 
Taylor’s participation in school board affairs was somewhat limited due to a 
large number of absences numbering 18 out of 60 in a two and a half year period, the 
second highest among all of the nine non-salaried school board  members. Under 
criticism for his conspicuous lack of participation, Taylor attributed his absences to 
missing some that were called on short notice and others that were held during a 
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three-month preaching and lecture tour of Australia sponsored by the Baptist Union of 
Australia. However, Taylor’s journey to Australia included personal sojourns to 
Cairo, Egypt and what is now Jerusalem, Israel. 
59
    
 Internal operations of the Board of Education became a part of Taylor’s effort 
to promote integration of schools. A decision by the board to hire a Director of 
Human Relations had Taylor’s support. Taylor, remarking on what he considered a 
positive step forward, said, “Nothing in our society has higher priority than the need 
for our people, whatever their creed, color or climate or origin to live together 
happily.” Indeed, adding a new staff member for human relations indicated a 
commitment, however small, from the board to finance proposals which improved 
school environments and to work for ending segregation.  Taylor believed a human 
relations expert would allow the Board of Education to focus settling disputes through 
problem resolution. Soon thereafter, Taylor, addressing the Guardian Association of 
the Police Department of New York, said of the new post, “If history ever records the 
demise of this city and the decline of this nation, it will be because we failed to 
resolve the problem of community within our society. This matter of human relation 
is that important…” Taylor, applauding the Board of Education’s decision, 
admonished police, “Without such an aggressive, bold enlightened program our 
tensions will continue to mount in this city.” 60 
Although Taylor was clearly not satisfied with board progress on integration 
issues, he did acknowledge strides toward equality and desegregation. On the 
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occasion of seconding a motion to re-elect Charles Silver as board president, Taylor 
remarked of Silver’s disposition on racial issues, noting his “commitment to 
integration” and “sensitivity for justice.” One cannot know to what extent Taylor 
believed that board members and policy would make significant progress toward 
racial equality. However, Taylor clearly appreciated any effort and availed himself of 
every opportunity to speak favorably about individuals and institutions which made 
contributions to ending discrimination in public education. What is clear is that Taylor 
understood that achieving any progress toward desegregation required a synergy of 
public protest, changes in educational policy, and political persuasion.
61
 
  The condition of school facilities became very important to Taylor. On 
several occasions, Taylor fulfilled many of the mundane duties associated with being 
a member of the Board of Education such as dedicating new schools building. 
However, Taylor often visited schools at random for the purposes of surprise 
inspections, at times making joint visits with board president Charles Sliver.  On one 
occasion, what they found was appalling. One school’s auditorium was not in use due 
to a damaged ceiling. The repeated requests from the school’s principal and custodian 
for much-needed repairs were made without success. Another school’s new floor tiles 
were damaged by leaking rain, resulting in two unusable classrooms.  Mr. Silver 
called for an immediate inquiry.
62
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 Dr. Taylor has a long history of seeking to raise public school standards and 
expressing opposition to giving federal aid to private schools while public schools still 
suffered. In the next executive meeting, it was determined that the need for a shift in 
school operations was needed for efficiency and effectiveness. Continuing revelations 
of bribery and embezzlement stunned school officials. School Superintendent Dr. 
John J. Theobald, successor to William Jansen, agreed with the need to review the 
system and eliminate those persons who needed to be removed. The board secretary, 
Harold F. Hay, also noted that changes were needed within the board itself. Dr. Taylor 
remarked that the board’s executive session, held prior to public meetings, was 
cloaked in secrecy and that the sessions be discontinued so school matters could 
receive greater scrutiny.
63
 
  The scandals of 1961, which Diana Ravitch labeled “the biggest…in the 
history of the Board of Education” involving school conditions, financial irregularities 
and a host of administrative issues, plagued school leadership. Calls for changes in 
board policy and management came from many quarters. Mayor Robert F. Wagner, 
running for a third term, sought a joint state-city commission to investigate all matters 
of concern. Governor Nelson Rockefeller opposed the idea, choosing instead to call a 
special session of the New York State Legislature which passed a law allowing for the 
dismissal of the board and appointing new members. State action ameliorated 
concerns of voters, partially paving the way for Mayor Wager’s re-election. However, 
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upon restructuring of education leadership, Gardner Taylor was not reappointed to the 
Board of Education.
64
  
Although Taylor’s involvement with public education seemed to be a clearly 
focused political activity, it was during his tenure on the Board of Education that 
Concord Baptist Church began planning its own elementary school. Born out of a 
desire for quality early education, in 1960, Concord became the first local 
congregation in New York State to provide early parochial education without the 
support of its district, state or national denominational entity. Laura Bell Taylor, wife 
of Gardner Taylor, became its first principal and served without a salary until her 
retirement in 1990.
65
     
1948 to 1961 were among Taylor’s most productive years in ministry. 
Assuming leadership of Concord Baptist Church, Taylor was thrust into a position of 
respect and influence. After the “Fire of 1952,” Taylor’s esteem was enhanced by the 
remarkable construction of an unusually large and impressive facility uncommon 
among African-American congregations. Taylor’s willingness to interact with 
community groups, denominational organizations and city political structures on both 
sides of the table proved critically important to the advancement of Concord Baptist 
Church’s goals and his own career. Moreover, these relationships positioned within 
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power structures were capable of positively influencing social and civil rights.  
Taylor’s activities confirmed that northern civil rights victories were not quickly won, 
but were obtained, as he wrote, with “disciplined yet, undiminished 
indignation…Christian imagination…and the spirit of high resolution minus the spirit 
of revenge.”66    
Concord Baptist Church was Taylor’s primary concern. However, his 
involvement in New York City political life, education, interaction with social groups 
and participation in activities of civil rights groups established effective means by 
which his leadership could make contribution.  Coterminous with his ministry in New 
York City, Taylor continued his long-held friendship with Martin Luther King, Jr. 
Exploring their relationship illumes Taylor’s contribution to the American civil rights 
movement via King’s ministry and, particularly, through his involvement in the 
National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., and its separated sibling, the Progressive 
National Baptist Convention.   
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Chapter Four: At the Center of the Storm: The Partnership of Martin 
Luther King, Jr., Gardner C. Taylor in Social Change, 1951-1961 
 
 
        Gardner Taylor’s long-held family ties with Martin Luther King’s, Jr. family 
resulted in personal friendships which lead to Taylor’s involvement in the 
Montgomery Bus Boycott, civil rights fundraising, public advocacy for social justice 
and associate in denominational life. In addition, long-standing frustrations with 
denominational objectives and leadership of the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A. 
culminated in a schism.  This chapter examines King and Taylor’s public relationship 
in terms of civil rights and their private interactions. During the 1950s through 1961, 
the most notable interaction between King and Taylor was through the split of the 
National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., and the subsequent founding of the Progressive 
National Baptist Convention.  Many scholars have sought to characterize the role of 
Martin Luther King, Jr. in convention affairs as central to its division and the 
inevitable creation of the Progressive Baptist Convention.  This chapter challenges 
these assumptions and seeks to recover scholarship on the deep divisions within 
Convention life and illume Gardner Taylor’s role in the tumult that plagued 
proceedings of several National Baptist Convention sessions.  
The friendship between the families of Taylor and Martin Luther King, Jr. had 
deep roots. Gardner Taylor’s father, Washington Monroe Taylor, served as Vice-
President-At-Large of the National Baptist Convention conterminously with A. D. 
Williams, Convention Treasurer, who was the grandfather of Dr. Martin Luther King, 
Jr. Selena and Gardner Taylor continued their relationship with A. D. King and his 
son, Martin Luther King, Sr. The bond between Gardner Taylor and Martin Luther 
King, Jr. was a natural extension of enduring family ties. This long-standing 
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relationship led to preaching engagements, fundraising efforts and Gardner Taylor’s 
entry into Martin Luther King, Jr. inner circle.
1
 
  In September of 1951, at age 22, driving from Atlanta to Boston, King 
stopped in New York to accept Gardner Taylor’s invitation to preach at Concord. 
Taylor Branch wrote of the prestige of an invitation to Concord, stating, “Concord 
was in competition with Abyssinian for the distinction of largest Protestant 
congregation in the US, so speaking engagements were coveted by Black preachers of 
all denominations.”2   
As Concord began using parts of its new complex, events beyond Brooklyn’s 
borders began to capture America’s attention. The conscience of America was busied 
with thoughts about race as a result of Montgomery, Alabama. Rosa Parks was 
arrested on December 1, 1955, for failing to give up her seat on a city bus to a white 
person. Soon thereafter, the Montgomery Improvement Association was formed as a 
civic organization dedicated to gaining employment for African-Americans on bus 
routes predominately used by them and eliminating mistreatment of African-
American passengers on all routes.  Martin Luther King, Jr., recently installed pastor 
of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church, was selected as its president. Though surprised to 
have been asked to lead protest activities, Martin Luther King, Jr., told the assembled 
community leaders, “Well, if you think I can render some service, I will.” Reluctantly 
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accepting the role thrust upon him, King settled into his role as president and used his 
many connections to benefit the Montgomery Improvement Associations cause.
3
   
 By March 1956, the Montgomery Bus Boycott had dominated events in the 
Alabama city. African-American citizens walked, carpooled, hitched rides, and 
transported themselves to destinations by any means at their disposal. Along with 
meeting the challenges of leading the boycott against mass transportation and the 
subsequent attempts to stop the unrest, Dr. King confronted one of the most 
significant obstacles to success, fundraising. Without money, vehicles, legal counsel, 
or administrative costs satisfied, the Montgomery Improvement Association would 
not be able to sustain an enduring protest.  
Martin Luther King, Jr. turned to longtime family friend, Gardner Taylor, for 
assistance in raising financial support. Traveling, as Taylor Branch writes, for “his 
first northern fundraiser,” Dr. King arrived at Concord’s nearly-completed complex to 
an adoring crowd of nearly 10,000. One account of the event compared King’s 
welcome by New Yorkers to how the Brooklyn Dodgers were greeted. Among the 
throng was New York City Council President Abe Stark.  Dr. King spoke of passive 
resistance, love and how nonviolence was the way to win civil rights. The massive 
gathering collected $4,000 for causes associated with the Montgomery boycott.
4
 
As 1956 neared its end, it also seemed that long-awaited hopes for the end of 
segregation on Montgomery’s public transportation system would finally be realized. 
The Supreme Court gave its decision on November 13 that the state and local laws 
requiring segregation on buses was unconstitutional. As the Court’s findings were 
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given, King was found in court due to city officials petitioning of a state court for an 
injunction to ban the car pools. Technicalities delayed the Supreme Court’s ruling 
from going into immediate effect, but the celebration could not be contained. 
Celebrities such as Mahalia Jackson offered to sing. King set about organizing the 
Institute on Nonviolence and Social Change, a week of seminars and church services 
designed to prepare Montgomery’s African-American citizens for integrated riding on 
buses, to be held from December 3-9, 1956.
5
   
Adding to the occasion’s prestige were esteemed clergymen who were 
program participants including Theodore Judson Jemison of Mount Zion Baptist 
Baton Rouge who, in 1953, led America’s first civil rights bus boycott that served as a 
model for Montgomery; William Holmes Borders of Wheat Street Baptist Church 
Atlanta; Joseph Lowery of Mobile; Fred Shuttlesworth of Birmingham; C. K. Steele 
of Tallahassee; and Joseph H. Jackson, pastor of Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago 
and president of the National Baptist Convention. Lewis V. Baldwin noted that in 
September of 1955, Jackson had turned down an invitation from King to preach at 
Dexter Avenue only three months before the start of the boycott due to “other 
commitments.” The fact that King, a relatively new pastor, felt that he could invite the 
president of the National Baptist Convention, indicates his close association with 
Jackson. Moreover, Jackson’s appearance was viewed as an endorsement of the 
Montgomery Improvement Association’s goals. Also on program was Gardner C. 
Taylor who was programmed for a major address.
6
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  In honor of the first anniversary of the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Taylor titled 
his address The Christian Drama. Although framed as an address, Gardner Taylor 
read Romans 6:5, “If we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we 
shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection,” which suggests that he will deliver a 
sermon “fit’ for the occasion. Dr. Taylor’s sermon develops four themes. To him, 
society’s hopes for a just world seem to fade.  Taylor queries those assembled, “Has 
the bright dream of human dignity for all humanity now been dissipated by the 
rapacity and sinfulness of our society’s standards?” His statement is both a question 
and an answer. By suggesting that a dream existed, Taylor also implies that some 
standard contained within the dream once held dear by all has not been adhered to by 
those who are responsible for bringing dreams to reality, especially in terms of race.  
Dr. Taylor continued, “…the brittle creed that a person does not matter in terms of 
what one is but in terms of what one has or what the color of one’s skin is?”7    
Gardner Taylor describes how individuals may choose the way of the cross or 
the way of the world, which are contrasting notions of hardship and ease.  Traversing 
the way of the cross is costly; a costly way is the drama of faith. Dr. Taylor cast his 
vision of Montgomery’s drama in this way: “We are committed in Montgomery to the 
faith that righteousness finds its way to resurrection by facing Calvary. Here some 
people, “Not many mighty, not many noble” (1 Corinthians 1:26), have entrusted their 
lives and their fortunes and their honor not to the arms of men but to the sword of the 
spirit. Here a man and men and women with giant souls in youthful bodies have led 
some people toward the way of Calvary, for the justification of many. Here some 
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people of humble origin, but with a sense of high destiny, have challenged the 
conscience of the world.”8 
The Christian Drama ends with Resurrection, in the sense that resurrection 
symbolizes something lifeless and hopeless being given a new opportunity to live. 
Thus, Gardner Taylor’s message urged Montgomery boycott participants to endure, 
stating, “Take heart then; even now things of which you and I do not dream are taking 
place through God’s providence and by your commitment.” Although Taylor’s 
method was somewhat unique in civil discourse and was not often used by those who 
were not clergy in secular and public spheres, Taylor’s enablement mixes faith, civics, 
and righteousness, a methodology not uncommon in African-American churches. The 
method may be observed in Taylor’s Baptist World Alliance sermon in Cleveland, 
They Shall Ask the Way, and The Christian Drama, acknowledges that social equality 
on public transportation and in society is obtainable, but only with a persistent inner 
strength exhibited by those seeking justice.
9
    
Finally, on December 20, 1956, Supreme Court notifications about Browder v 
Gayle were made to city officials. Later that evening, Martin Luther King, Jr. 
announced the end of the boycott. The ruling meant that a protest begun for the right 
to not stand for white riders concluded with African-Americans being allowed to sit 
anywhere on buses on a first come, first serve basis. The verdict symbolized a new 
vehicle by which to road to civil rights victories would be traveled. As Nell Painter 
contends, “The Montgomery Bus Boycott was a large, sustained protest that broke 
with the NAACP pattern of using the courts to dismantle white supremacy.”  
However, sustained nonviolent protests created conditions that allowed legal action to 
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succeed. The events of Montgomery foreshadowed that ending segregation in 
America would be a harder fought, bloodier and more painful affair than anyone 
could have ever imagined.
10
  
After the Montgomery Bus Boycott, the movement continued, each civil rights 
confrontation taking its toll in terms of time, people and treasure.  Taylor continued 
his role as a prolific fundraiser for the movement. Historian Brian Ward describes 
how Stanley Levison, Bayard Rustin and Harry Belafonte organized the CDMLK, a 
group purposed to assist King in legal troubles and personal needs. Along with 
Taylor, Belafonte and Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters president A. Philip 
Randolph served as co-chairs of the group’s effort to help King with tax-evasion 
charges in Alabama and established “significant reserves of funds to be able to meet 
these onslaughts on Dr. King’s person.” Later the group expanded their fundraising 
efforts to include voter registration, bail for student sit-in protests and half of the 
$2,000 required to host a meeting of student leaders at Shaw University in Raleigh, 
North Carolina.
11
  
 However strong the ties between Taylor and King, an interesting difference of 
opinion emerged over what became a key component of success in the Civil Rights 
Movement: nonviolence. At first, Taylor was not forthcoming about his difference of 
opinion with King. Almost by chance, Dr. Taylor acknowledged that he and King 
disagreed about the nature of nonviolence.  A line of questioning about the successes 
and methods of King and his nonviolent philosophy, Taylor’s personal civil rights 
involvement, and revelations about private conversations between Taylor and King 
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provided insight into their important, but not well-known, friendly dispute concerning 
the nature of nonviolent protest.  
 Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr. was introduced to nonviolence as a tool for social 
change through a sermon given at the Fellowship House of Philadelphia by famed 
leader Dr. Mordecai Wyatt Johnson. President Johnson’s lecture was a summary of 
his impressions of Mahatma Gandhi drawn together during a recent trip to India. Dr. 
Johnson’s emphasis on Gandhi’s principle of Satyagraha, “truth which equals love 
and agraha is force,” took hold of Dr. King’s imagination. Gandhi translated his 
understanding of this force into nonviolent public protests like the Salt March to the 
Sea. Dr. King began to view this “soulforce” through the prism of Jesus’ teachings 
using interruptive theology of Reinhold Niebuhr and others. By 1954, Martin Luther 
King was convinced that nonviolence “was one of the most potent weapons available 
to oppressed people in their quest for social justice.”12  
Gardner Taylor had no basic difference in his formulation of nonviolent 
theory. Indeed, Taylor implemented the method while protesting South African 
apartheid, seeking Protestant judgeship, integrating New York City Public Schools 
and ending segregated construction sites on behalf of African-American and Puerto 
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Rican workers. To be sure, in terms of their use of nonviolence, Martin Luther King, 
Jr. and Gardner C. Taylor share a similar history. However, further interviews 
revealed that an important difference existed between these civil rights leaders in their 
respective embrace of nonviolence philosophy as an adoptable way of life. 
13
  
Sometime around 1953 or 1954, while in a private setting, a conversation 
began in which the topic of nonviolence became the main subject.  It was then that 
Gardner Taylor revealed for the first time that he did not believe in nonviolence as a 
core religious or philosophical practice. This is to say, though he may have 
participated in nonviolence projects, he did not necessarily hold nonviolence as a core 
truth, a religious and philosophical tenet to be observed every fact of life.  Dr. Taylor 
believes violence is sometimes necessary and in many instances leaves a person no 
choice but to engage in violence. Gardner Taylor cannot accept the notion that 
peaceful engagement in all circumstances is realistic in a world inhabited by sin. 
In Taylor’s chapter of The Pulpit Speaks on Race, he argues for church and 
individual solutions to the question of race relations in America. Taylor acknowledges 
nonviolence as a solution, but declares, “Nonviolence is an attractive but only a 
partial answer to the problem of race, since it must be attended by the force of boycott 
in a situation where boycott will hurt. In addition, it presupposes goodness in man 
which may be alien to our true nature.”  The understanding of what is natural to 
human begins frames Taylor’s opinion on the utility of nonviolence as a tool of social 
transformation.
14
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 Gardner Taylor asked, “If a man were to break into your home, would you 
say, slay my wife and me? Or, would you defend yourself?”  Taylor continued, “I 
believe the Civil War is a war that should have been fought?’ Last he queries, “What 
about Adolph Hitler? Sometimes violence is necessary.” Dr. Taylor believes that 
wrong must be addressed. This view contends that Christianity must confront evil. 
Furthermore, in evil’s presence, one may be required to commit acts of violence in 
self-defense or for the good of society. Considering the various parts of their 
arguments concerning the use of nonviolence in the pursuit of civil rights, this stands 
out as the most glaring of differences between Drs. King and Taylor. Moreover, 
Taylor asked, “Is nonviolence really nonviolent? If acts of nonviolence lead to 
violence, one cannot say that nonviolence is really absent of violence.”  Of the many 
examples cited by Dr. Taylor, the events of Birmingham are among the most vivid he 
recalls.  Noting that he has books on the period, he persuasively surmises that acts of 
nonviolence lead to violence. Taylor exclaimed rhetorically, “How can one witness 
dogs and water hoses being put upon children and say that nonviolence is really 
nonviolent? Even if those who act are nonviolent, violence occurs.” Taylor’s 
sentiment was not opposed by King.  Indeed, an acknowledgement of nonviolence’s 
affect was discussed in The Autobiography of Martin Luther King, Jr.  Although King 
and Taylor are in agreement on the possibility of violence occurring during nonviolent 
protest, Taylor’s argument, in this regard, is more of a justification for his beliefs 
rather than a contradiction of King’s argument.15  
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 Furthermore, Gardner Taylor believes that if a person is nonviolent, then that 
should be a part of every facet of a person’s life. He does not believe King or any 
human being could be nonviolent in all circumstances. The threat of personal harm, 
war, even the need for food may lead to an act of violence. As in the case of war, 
“violence is sometimes the only resort that one has in the face of injustice.” To be 
sure, he would conclude that one could not be nonviolent in every circumstance. 
Therefore, one is never truly nonviolent. Thus as Gardner Taylor believes in 
nonviolence as an appropriate and preferable tactic to secure rights and justice, Martin 
Luther King held nonviolence as moral and philosophical belief entwined with 
Christian faith and practice. 
16
  
 Taylor resolves tensions between nonviolence as a tool and belief by noting 
that African-Americans really had no practical choice which included violence as a 
means to achieve equality. Arms could not have been successfully taken against the 
government of the United States. Gardner Taylor cites Nelson Mandela as an example 
where arms may have been used to defeat injustice suffered under the rule of South 
African’s white minority. African-Americans had no such advantage. He concludes, 
therefore, that acts of peaceful nonviolent protests, in any form, were the best of all 
available tools.
17
 
All indications suggest Gardner Taylor has a militant streak.  There seems to 
be a desire to affect change in some form or fashion by one means or another. 
Taylor’s theology and praxis appears to be open to any friendly resolution of disputes, 
but desires to affect change where it is possible.  Taylor’s belief about self-defense 
may be understood in Nell Painter’s comments in regard to the Nation of Islam’s 
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teachings on protest, “Black Christian nonviolence seemed suicidal” and in case of a 
race war, “black people would have to know how to fight back.”18 
Furthermore, Dr. Taylor is convinced that as nonviolence often begets 
violence from oppressors, nonviolence in itself cannot be nonviolent. Taylor contends 
that one cannot be sure when violence itself begins. Dr. Taylor asked, “When does 
violence begin? Does it begin when someone does something? Or, does it begin when 
someone is provoked to do something.” These questions suggest that his belief in the 
violence of nonviolence is unlikely to change. For him, too many questions remain 
unanswered.
19
  
 Moreover, Gardner C. Taylor does acknowledge that his beliefs may not be 
truly representative of Christianity as taught by many. Taylor questions whether or 
not Christians are willing to include the whole counsel of God in debates about 
nonviolence and keenly points out that Jesus did use a whip to chase out the 
moneychangers in the temple. “Was that whip nonviolent?”  Unmistakably, Dr. 
Taylor took some joy in hinting that even our Christ committed a violent act. Thus, 
Gardner Taylor accepts that God must extend some providential grace to those who 
find themselves committing acts of violence because of that which is true.
20
 
 Conversations between King and Taylor occurred on many occasions over the 
years. The two exchanged correspondence, attended the same conventions, and 
vacationed together several times, but never came to an agreement of the nature and 
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essence of the practice, which they both seemed to cherish. Why was this friendly, yet 
serious difference not resolved?
21
  
Gardner Taylor felt, of his friendly arguments with King, that he never 
received an adequate answer to his questions about nonviolence. Over many years and 
in numerous settings the two giants wrestled with this most important of civil rights 
issues. Their heated but friendly arguments never ended with one persuading the 
other. King and Taylor maintained their friendship and respective positions on the 
subject of nonviolence unchanged until Dr. King’s death. Out of respect, Gardner 
Taylor never publicly spoke or wrote about his differences on nonviolence with Dr. 
King. Unlike Dr. King, for Taylor nonviolence became the method by which justice 
may be attained, but not a personal philosophy of life. Taylor extols, “We simply 
cannot live it.”22 
In the years after the Montgomery Bus Boycott, Martin Luther King, Jr., and 
Gardner Taylor continued their battle for civil rights on multiple civil rights fronts. 
Notable among these was an effort to persuade evangelist Billy Graham to lend his 
support to King’s movement. By 1957, William (Billy) Graham had captivated the 
nation by holding religious crusades that drew tens of thousands in attendance. 
However, Graham’s 1957 revival service held in New York City’s Madison Square 
Garden Nightly for 16 weeks solidified his stature as an American religious leader.
23
  
 While conducting the New York Crusade, Graham was approached by 
Thomas Kilgore, pastor of Friendship Baptist Church in Harlem, and Gardner Taylor, 
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who offered prayer at one of the evening services, to meet and engage Martin Luther 
King on the question of ending segregation. Graham had preached to both segregated 
and non-segregated audiences and had occasionally not allowed segregation at some 
of his meetings before speaking.  Likewise, accepting an invitation from Sandy F. Ray 
who drew support from Taylor and other clerics, Graham had preached to thousands 
in front of Brooklyn’s Cornerstone Baptist Church. Clearly, Graham was not a 
segregationist, but neither was he an openly advocating integrationist. Graham 
perhaps could be characterized as sympathetic to civil rights.
24
   
 King, Taylor, Kilgore, Graham and his aides met on three occasions, coming 
to a better understanding of each other and how their roles could facility what Graham 
would call, while introducing King before he prayed in Madison Square Garden, “a 
great social revolution.” Alas, a consequential and historic merging of Graham’s 
evangelical movement and King’s civil rights cause was not to be. However, King 
and Graham continued to exchange correspondence and Graham offered occasional 
support.
25
     
 King and Taylor journeyed on with their close relationship. Once again, 
Taylor traveled to Montgomery to joined King at the rededication of Ralph 
Abernathy’s church. Taylor honored a request from King to be included among a list 
of honorary chairmen of a march for integrated schools held in Washington, DC. 
Also, when King survived an attempted assassination in New York City, King 
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convalesced at Sandy F. Ray’s home on Brooklyn’s President Street, a street which 
was also home to Gardner Taylor less than a block away. 
26
 
No research on the relationship between Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gardner 
Taylor would be complete without a discussion of the events that history most 
remembers one of their strongest connections: the split of the National Baptist 
Convention, U.S.A., America’s largest African-American organization and the events 
which led to the creation of the Progressive National Baptist Convention.  
The cause and actual founding of the Progressive National Baptist Convention 
has become murky as several scholars credit various causes and potential founders 
with its creation. The shadow of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life and the renown of 
Gardner Taylor as a churchman and preacher have blurred its true origin. L.V. 
Booth’s efforts, in many quarters have been forgotten. Scholars must ask, what 
constitutes founding a religious denomination; and what action must someone take to 
be named a founder. Historians and theologians of National Baptist life have 
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. King wanted 1500 students from the 
north to march down Pennsylvania Avenue pass the White House and meet in an auditorium. King 
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suggested that civil rights activism was the key impetus for the convention’s division 
and that either King or Taylor founded the Progressive National Baptist Convention.  
Taylor Branch implies that efforts to elect Taylor as president of the National Baptist 
Convention and thereby drawing the convention into civil rights were an integral part 
of King’s Civil Rights, constituting King’s “first major failure.” Moreover, Branch’s 
detailed explanation of events surrounding the split of National Baptist, though 
understandably told from the perspective of King, failed to note that reasons for the 
conflict, Taylor’s candidacy, and resulting division had emanated from 
denominational conflicts which occurred decades before the Montgomery Bus 
Boycott.
27
  
 The Martin Luther King, Jr. Papers Project at Stanford University attributes 
the founding of the convention to both Taylor and L.V. Booth. Taylor and L.V. Booth 
led an NBC walkout that resulted in the formation of the Progressive National Baptist 
Convention in which King, Jr., participated. Jackson, who continued to serve as NBC 
president until 1982, accused King of ‘‘[masterminding] the invasion of the 
convention floor Wednesday which resulted in the death of a delegate.’’28  
 As recently as 2012, Dr. Sybill Mitchell in the Tri-State Defender wrote about 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s Memphis experiences on the occasion of the Progressive 
National Baptist Convention’s 51st Annual meeting in that city, stating, “For King, a 
founding member of the Progressive National Baptist Convention (PNBC), it would 
be the last speech he would deliver before his assassination on the balcony of the 
Lorraine Motel the next evening.” Princeton Professor Wallace Best, in his article, 
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“The Right Achieved and the Wrong Way Conquered:  J. H. Jackson, Martin Luther 
King, Jr., and the Conflict over Civil Rights” state, concerning the inception of 
PNBC, “Indeed, after the events in Kansas City, King did not seem deterred. He 
established the Progressive National Baptist Convention with Gardner Taylor on 
September 11, 1961 (Jackson’s birthday), as a black Baptist rival organization to the 
NBC.” In reality, the reasons for the organizing of a new convention, its founding 
leader and members are very different than those suggested by Sybill Mitchell and 
Wallace Best.
29
  
The split that occurred among National Baptists in 1961 has roots in events 
that had occurred many years before. J.C. Austin of Pilgrim Baptist Church in 
Chicago sought the presidency of National Baptist several times. He lost the 1941 
election to D.V. Jemison, then longtime vice-president who had been serving as 
acting president since the sudden death of L.K. Williams, pastor of Olivet Baptist 
Church in Chicago.  Austin’s loss may be attributed to a series of malicious rumors 
spread among National’s members by those opposing him. Many thought the 
formation of a new convention termed “Progressive Baptist” by the Chicago Defender 
under the leadership of J.C. Austin was the answer to decades of financial 
mismanagement, limited support for local churches, and even immoral behavior 
which included the suspicious murder of convention auditor Edward D. Pierson in 
1930. Indeed, the Pittsburgh Courier called upon Baptists to install an “honest” 
leadership following Pierson’s death. As the presidency of the convention, it became 
apparent that holding a person to a limited tenure would best address administrative 
and moral concerns of members. Although, J.C. Austin never formed a new 
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convention, we may find notes of a different, more “progressive” leadership in J. C. 
Austin’s runs for National Baptist president.30  
 During the ensuing years, Joseph Harrison Jackson was a key player in 
National Baptist life and became the denomination’s dominating force during the 
middle of the twentieth century.  Jackson was born in 1900 to a farming family in 
Rudyard, Mississippi.  Although some thought eight years old was thought of as too 
young, Joseph H. Jackson began preaching at such an age at New Hope Baptist 
Church in Cohoma County, Mississippi.
31
 
 A hard worker with a tremendous thirst for knowledge, Jackson entered 
Jackson State University’s high school program and, later, its college, graduating with 
Bachelor of Arts and Bachelor of Theology degrees. While a student, he played 
quarterback on the Jackson State football team while simultaneously serving his first 
pastorate at First Baptist Church of Macomb, Mississippi located 75 miles from 
Jackson State University. In addition, he applied to the University of Chicago Divinity 
School summer school. When denied because he had not graduated from college, 
Jackson nevertheless, traveled to Chicago, checked into a dormitory and presented 
himself to the dean who initially refused his admission. Jackson convinced him that 
he deserved an opportunity to study. Over two summers, J. H. Jackson earned a year 
of seminary credits.  
 Upon graduation from Jackson State University, Pastor Jackson was called to 
Bethel Baptist Church in Omaha, Nebraska. Soon thereafter, Jackson was admitted to 
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Colgate Rochester Seminary in Rochester, New York, where he graduated in two 
years while simultaneously pastoring Bethel.  Later he earned a Master of Arts in 
Education from Creighton and earned additional credits in philosophy from the 
University of Nebraska at Lincoln. In 1934, he became pastor of Monumental Baptist 
Church in Philadelphia. As a Philadelphia resident, he studied educational 
administration at the University of Pennsylvania and served as chairman of the 
National Baptist Foreign Mission Board in Philadelphia. While campaigning for 
Wendell Willkie in 1940, National Baptist Convention president and pastor of Olivet 
Baptist Church in Chicago, Illinois, Lacy Kirk Williams died suddenly in a plane 
crash.  J. H. Jackson was called upon to become the new pastor of Olivet, which was 
thought to have the largest enrolled membership of any protestant church in the 
United States.  Jackson began, but did not complete doctoral work at the University of 
Chicago. J. H. Jackson was a formidable figure, a scholar-preacher, and master of the 
African-American folk preaching tradition who possessed a commanding knowledge 
of National Baptist denominational politics. When naming the giants of the black 
pulpit who were masters of great preaching, Gardner C. Taylor listed J. H. Jackson 
among others in his Lyman Beecher Lectures at Yale.
32
 
In September 1953, at the National Baptist Convention’s annual meeting held 
in Miami, Florida, President D.V. Jemison stepped down from the National Baptist 
Convention presidency. President Jemison was ill and had become blind. J. C. Austin 
of Pilgrim Baptist in Chicago and others had reservations about re-electing a man so 
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ill. Historian Wallace Best quotes J. C. Austin’s correspondence to J. H. Jackson, 
“Are we to re-elect Dr. Jamison [sic] on the grounds of sympathy, or by reason of 
fear, knowing that he cannot state our case nor interpret our conditions?”  
Conversations between convention leaders resulted in an offer of retirement, which 
D.V. Jemison accepted.  E.W. Perry, Sandy F. Ray, Marshall Shepard, Sr., J. H. 
Jackson, by then a regional vice president of the National Baptist Convention, and 
several others were initially proposed as candidates for the post of convention 
president. Eventually, through a series of negotiations, J. H. Jackson and E.W. Perry 
became the only remaining candidates. William Holmes Borders was Vice President-
at-large on Perry’s slate. Martin Luther King, Jr. and Gardner C. Taylor supported 
Jackson’s candidacy and Taylor considered it “an honor” to have nominated Jackson 
for the office of president. Throughout the election evening, ballots were cast and 
counted. By 3:30 a.m. counting had been completed, with 1,555 to 2,035 in Jackson’s 
favor. Many attribute Jackson’s victory to the unexpected support of Theodore J. 
Jemison of Mount Zion Baptist Church in Baton Rouge, the son of the outgoing 
president. And thereafter, no one was surprised that J. H. Jackson appointed T. J. 
Jemison as General Secretary, the National Baptist Convention’s highest profile 
position.
33
 
 The late 1950s were years of incredible turmoil in National Baptist 
Convention life. The question of presidential tenure seemed a question that would not 
go away. The Reverend J. H. Jackson, pastor of Olivet Baptist Church in Chicago, 
had been president for four years by 1956. In 1952, National Baptist changed its 
constitution, preventing anyone from serving more than four consecutive years as 
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president, but allowing a return to office after one year had elapsed.  Supporters of J. 
H. Jackson sought some method by which he could remain in office. Jackson 
biographer Sherman Tribble does not indicate whether Jackson had a firm position on 
the matter. However, board members, many of whom are appointed by the convention 
president, sought to delete the previously-approved amendment. The amendment 
submitted for review by the Chicago law firm of Wilson & Mcllvaine supported the 
assertion that the amendment was acted upon on the third day of the convention which 
violated a constitutional provision preventing amendments from being considered 
after the second day. J. H. Jackson publicly supported the nullification of changes 
resulting from the amendment’s passage. Years later, Gardner Taylor conceded that 
passage of rules regarding tenure had probably not been legal in terms of 
constitutional rules, but “the spirit of the thing was another matter.” All arguments 
against Jackson continuing as president found strength in the fact that tenure changes 
were voted on and passed by the convention, but simply on the wrong day. Voiding 
such an important change on a technicality was quite irregular.
34
 
 A committee appointed by President Jackson recommended during the 1956 
annual meeting of the convention in Denver, Colorado, that all officers of the 
convention become subject to a four-year tenure beginning that year. This is to say, 
Jackson would be allowed to serve an additional eight years. After speaking favorably 
on this matter, Reverend Jackson left the hall and did not return. The issue having not 
been resolved, President Jackson continued to operate as president of the Convention, 
but his tenure was continually challenged by critics, including a suit brought by 
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William Holmes Borders and nine others. Jackson ultimately prevailed in court and 
continued as president, but calls for a more progressive Baptist life continued.
35
 
A group of ministers decided to press the issue of the National Baptist 
Convention’s election process at the 1960 annual session. Since 1956, clergymen 
from around the country had held private discussions about which possible 
challengers to Jackson might be successful. While on vacation in Beirut, Lebanon, 
Gardner Taylor decided that, if called upon, he would accept a draft. Indeed, as early 
as 1957, in a letter of response to Associated Negro Press reporter Claude Barnett, 
Taylor had indicated he was open to a candidacy, saying, “If, indeed, my 
denomination were to look to me for leadership, I would approach that responsibility 
with a sense of humility and honor and commitment to the progress of our 
denomination.” Taylor continued, saying, “the National Baptist Convention must 
relate itself on a continuing day-to-day basis to our Civil Rights struggle, both in 
fulfillment of our Christian witness and for the sake of our country and Negro 
Community.”36  
 A gathering of National Baptist clergymen, meeting in Hot Springs, Arkansas 
in the winter of 1959, coalesced around Gardner C. Taylor as a candidate who could 
potentially defeat J. H. Jackson. By June of 1960, 293 ministers known as the 
Committee for the Redemption of Our Denominational Harmony signed an official 
letter of draft calling upon Taylor to challenge J. H. Jackson. The resolution of draft 
circulated by Reverend Marvin T. Robinson of Pasadena, California read:  
 
1. We need a personality who will unite our Baptist forces. 
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2. We need a personality to symbolize and . . . a respect for 
every man's opinion, and who believes that our Baptist 
democracy has room for dissent without . . . Our denomination 
cannot thrive half mad and half glad. 
3. We need a leadership dedicated to united denominational 
program in which every auxiliary and board of the convention 
can sit with the parent body and hammer . . . together a 
program of Kingdom of God objectives upon which all agree 
and to which every phase of our denomination will give its 
strength. 
4. We need a man who will pledge his . . . of the convention to 
unqualified and imaginative support of the struggle to make 
America free for all citizens now. 
5. We need a man who will be committed to an open, crystal 
clear denominational stewardship in which each member of the 
convention will receive regular . . . statements in writing of the 
convention income and expenditures. 
37
 
 
A careful reading suggests that those signing had a personal issue with 
Jackson’s leadership in terms of the division and strife caused by his violation of the 
tenure rule, if not in fact, then certainly in spirit. The denomination found itself 
divided with no clear purpose or goals, absent of financial integrity and silent on civil 
rights in America while thousands of Baptists were making sacrifices.  Those drafting 
Taylor wanted to remedy these troubles. In this regard, Clarence Taylor quotes 
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Gardner Taylor’s acceptance speech, “There must be no question…about our support 
of the NAACP, the Southern Christian Leadership Conference, and the Urban 
League.” Members of what would be called the Taylor Team had a strong bend 
toward denominational support of the civil rights movement.
38
  
Gardner C. Taylor seemed a logical alternative to J. H. Jackson. Although 
Olivet was considered by many as the largest African-American congregation in 
America, Gardner Taylor pastored Concord, the third largest with vital community 
ministries. Dr. Taylor had impressive civil rights credentials as an activist, a 
fundraiser for King’s movement, a Brooklyn community leader, a president of the 
interracial Protestant Council of Churches of New York, and one of two African- 
Americans who had served on New York’s Board of Education.39 
Up to this point, the convention had been a sleeping giant due to J. H. 
Jackson’s belief that gradualism was the methodology by which African-Americans 
would achieve civil rights. Jackson, obviously an admirer of Booker T. Washington 
who was conservative on most issues, believed self-development would be a chief 
mode for integration. Yet, Jackson had supported the Montgomery Bus Boycott by 
purchasing two cars for transporting workers and speaking during the Boycott’s 
December 1956 institute conference. Martin Luther King, Jr., preached to convention 
delegates in 1956 on the subject “Paul’s Letter to American Christians.” Gardner 
Taylor, Martin Luther King, Jr., and other young “progressive Baptist” leaders noted 
the strange social justice mixture that was Jackson.  The National Baptist Convention 
had not voiced a position on King’s civil rights activities. Gardner Taylor states, 
“(we) could not get a clear word from our convention on the civil rights matter.” A 
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forceful, organized, sustained support from National Baptist, the largest African-
American organization in America, would have been a powerful addition to civil 
rights activists. Moreover, Dr. King supported Gardner Taylor in his attempt to 
become President of the National Baptist Convention.
40
 
Insight into J. H. Jackson’s civil rights position may be gained from reading 
Jackson’s A Story of Christian Activism: A History of the National Baptist 
Convention, U.S.A., published in 1980. Written perhaps in part as a defense of his 
own role in civil rights in light of events surrounding convention life, Jackson reveals 
his understanding of social activism. Critiquing Henry David Thoreau, the nineteenth 
century advocate of nonviolence and the application of his theories to twentieth 
century civil rights activities, Jackson wrote: 
 
During these times of upheaval, it was necessary to study all 
facets of the problem at hand, or at least as many facets as one 
could. It was important to study once again Henry David 
Thoreau’s essay ‘On Civil Disobedience,’ since that work was 
being used so consistently as a rationale for much of what was 
taking place in this nation. When one analyzes his philosophy, 
it is simple to see that Thoreau was not a nation builder. He was 
not writing a document for the guidance of practical statesmen. 
His was the theory and a social philosophy of a man who cared 
not to bear the burden of organized society who spent much of 
his life dependent upon other people. He was not concerned 
with the art and science of bringing people together based upon 
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the consent of what governed their conduct. Thoreau sought not 
to write a charter of liberty for the masses nor for people who 
delighted in fellowship and who were concerned about living 
together in organized society. In light of his nature and 
personality and practical behavior pattern, Henry David 
Thoreau does not meet the test of history and could never pass 
the examination of social psychology that would enable him to 
be listed as one of the pioneer leaders among those who looked 
forward to building an organized society.
41
 
 
 Jackson’s critique of Thoreau indicates his belief in some method of organized 
community absent the kind of individual participation favored by Gardner Taylor and 
Martin Luther King, Jr.  Joseph Norman Evans wrote about Jackson’s statement 
saying, “He believed in compromise and integration for the sake of the ‘masses.’ He 
believed in self-respect and self-help in contrast to Thoreau, whom, he alleged, was 
dependent upon others for most things. It seems that philosophically Jackson believed 
in ‘nation building.”  In contrast with Taylor and King, who extolled the virtues of 
individual participation in civil rights activities through social protest, one may 
understand that no two groups during the civil rights movement could have been more 
opposed on integration issues than the Jackson and Taylor teams. Moreover, one 
understands why divisions within the convention over election issues divided, in part, 
along civil rights constituencies.
42
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 Taylor’s candidacy had serious implications for the civil rights movement 
being led by Martin Luther King, Jr.  Ministers progressive on social issues and those 
active in civil rights efforts viewed Taylor’s candidacy as an opportunity to add the 
National Baptist Convention’s prestige and enormous membership, estimated at 5 
million, to their cause. Dr. King was considered too young, and though his 
grandfather had served as Treasurer of the Convention, he was not thought to be a 
convention player who could successfully run for president of the National Baptist 
Convention. Although the impetus for Gardner Taylor’s run was not civil rights, 
should he have won, Martin Luther King, Jr. and other civil rights leaders would have 
found a partner allied with their cause. 
Thus, what was by and large a denominational fight about adherence to 
regulations about finance, administration, objectives, and, most of all, presidential 
tenure spilled over into the fight for African-Americans to obtain social equality. At 
the common, but peculiar intersection of church politics and civic policy, Gardner 
Taylor campaigned across America in rural towns and urban cities, to audiences in 
little church buildings and among huge crowds hoping for a change in National 
Baptist leadership. In every city, money was raised to fund the Taylor Team. Along 
the way, Taylor encountered a few who remembered that last big national church 
battle. An elderly churchgoer in Jackson, Mississippi said to him, --"You're just like 
your old daddy, 'W.M.' was when he led the drive to save our publishing house in 
1915." The compliment referenced Gardner Taylor’s father, Washington Monroe 
Taylor, whom, while Vice President-at-Large of National Baptist, fought to have 
control of the convention’s publishing house in Nashville remain with the convention 
rather than with the Boyd family who ran it. The National Baptist Convention’s 
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failure to prevail in that fight meant losing the publishing house and led to the 
founding of the National Baptist Convention of America in 1915.
43
  
New Yorkers sent Taylor off to the convention with a gospel celebration, held 
at Rockland Place in Harlem. Jackie Robinson and Reverend O.C. Dempsey served as 
honorary co-chairs and the proceedings were led by Sandy F. Ray. Fifty acts, five 
church choral groups and 500 singers who formed a celebration choir sang in tribute 
to Taylor. Event proceeds were dedicated to Taylor’s campaign for National Baptist 
Convention president. However, the New York Amsterdam News reported that the 
event quickly organized to support Taylor was “a flop…no people.”44 
When the annual session began on September 5, 1960, the Jackson and Taylor 
constituencies clashed over election procedures, disputed facets of convention 
protocol, and almost everything else. Both sides caused disturbances especially when 
Jackson attempted to give his annual presidential address on Thursday, September 8, 
1960. Protests and dismantling public address equipment by some of J. H. Jackson’s 
opposition prevented him from speaking. In addition, Jackson ignored previously 
agreed-upon rules and called for a report from a nominating committee that he had 
appointed. The committee’s report called for Jackson’s unanimous reelection.  
Officially, Jackson was said to have been reelected by a margin of 3,500 to 500.  
Moreover, official National Baptist minutes record that a motion offered by Reverend 
A. L. Davis of New Orleans and passed by “a large majority” was that D. E. King of 
Monumental Baptist Church in Chicago and Martin Luther King, Sr. of Ebenezer 
Baptist Church in Atlanta, be removed from their convention offices.  At that point, J. 
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H. Jackson left the convention hall with a large number of supporters, surrounded by 
policemen. Supporters of Gardner Taylor held a roll call vote in a hostile 
environment. Taylor won the election by a four-to-one margin (1,864 to 536). Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. offered a motion to have Taylor’s approved slate of officers 
elected by delegates.
45
 
Word of Taylor’s election reached J. H. Jackson at the Benjamin Franklin 
Hotel. Jackson returned to the convention floor surrounded, if not protected, by a 
substantial contingent of clergy and other supporters. In an unspeakably tense 
situation, two of the most respected African-American preachers of the twentieth 
century stood face to face for hours until local police closed the convention hall. The 
convention ended without a motion to adjourn. Circumstances had dictated closing 
proceedings.
46
   
The fight continued in Philadelphia’s Court of Common Pleas. Judge Joseph 
Sloan sought a resolution during a meeting with Taylor and representatives for 
Jackson. Gardner Taylor was represented by attorney and Pastor Benjamin Hooks of 
Memphis, Chauncey Eskridge of Chicago, and the daughter of J. Pious Barbour. The 
Amsterdam News discovered Jackson had checked out of his hotel twenty-three 
minutes before Judge Sloan began proceedings. An African-American Baptist judge, 
Raymond Alexander Pace, sat in as a friend of the court. Taylor offered Jackson 
representatives a compromise that would have named Jackson president emeritus, a 
board seat, and expenses to all national meetings. Jackson’s team offered to make 
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Taylor president emeritus, which Judge Sloan declared impossible as Taylor had 
never been president. A federal district court judge was persuaded to sign an 
injunction turning control of the convention and its assets to Taylor. Jackson’s 
attorney had another federal judge enjoin Gardner Taylor for causing further 
disruptions to convention proceedings. Courtroom maneuvers notwithstanding, 
National Baptist had two presidents: Gardner C. Taylor and J. H. Jackson each 
drawing support from one side of a divided convention. 
47
 
On September 10, official convention minutes record that the Jackson board of 
directors met, elected J. H. Jackson as chairman and T. J. Jemison as secretary, and 
conducted business. Records suggest nothing of the chaos that had occurred less than 
24 hours before. Members of the board of directors reconvened at Olivet Baptist 
Church in Chicago on September 29, 1960. Among morning session agenda items 
was a request that those present vote for the president. Unsurprisingly, no ballots were 
cast for Gardner C. Taylor.  In addition, a letter asserting J. H. Jackson’s presidency 
and control over convention affairs was read by Pastor E. C. Estell of St. John Baptist 
Church in Dallas and approved for delivery to Gardner Taylor and distribution to 
media outlets. Gardner Taylor’s friend and convention vice president Thomas Harten 
of Brooklyn, who was eventually replaced, closed the session. Later that afternoon, 
vice president-at-large E. Doyle Billups of Louisiana and vice presidents Charles 
Hampton of San Diego and A. L. Campbell of Memphis presented a letter signed by 
them refuting the position of the Taylor Team which was entered into the record.  
Board attorney Benjamin F. Wilson presented A. Leon Higginbotham who also 
represented Jackson’s interests and explained current proceedings. Upon 
Higginbotham’s recommendation, board members selected Reverends L. G. Carr, D. 
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W. Hoggard and E.A. Freedom as members of a board legal committee. Jackson’s 
position was reinforced; he was not going to retreat. Many on his board of directors 
were leading members in African-American Baptist life.  Together, they dug in for a 
long fight. 
48
 
As Taylor preached at conventions, conferences and churches, the sting of the 
events that transpired in Philadelphia had an impact on Taylor. Furthermore, Taylor 
could not hide his disdain for African-American leaders who held power, but did not 
work for social justice. Speaking to the Southern Christian Leadership Conference 
convened on October 11 at Evergreen Baptist Church in Shreveport, Louisiana, 
Taylor had scathing words for unsupportive African-American leaders during his 
message titled, Our Rendezvous with Destiny. Citing slave qualities he believed were 
still held by some African-Americans, Taylor proclaimed: 
  
There is another slave quality that must go. We cannot tolerate, 
surely we cannot flatter and we cannot praise those of our own 
numbers who prey upon us and who cynically use our 
legitimate aspirations for their own selfish purposes. We cannot 
endorse nor honor that type of Negro who lives apart from his 
people, and returns to meet and greet them only when he finds 
a fresh opportunity to use and abuse them. We cannot give 
strength to that Negro who by fair means or foul gets to a 
position of leadership and responsibility and the tries to 
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manipulate Negroes and to court oppressors’ favor by 
criticizing Negro freedom institutions and the heroes and 
heroines of our Civil Rights struggle. That man is not the friend 
of his people, that man is a Judas who five comfort to the 
oppressor by little ambiguous, cute, “fancy-dan,” Tiptoeing, 
oblique statements expressing doubt and uncertainty about our 
freedom organization and their heroic leadership. The Southern 
Christian Leadership Conference has no business being 
attacked by Negroes for consumption of the daily press. I am 
suspicious of any Negro’s attack on the N.A.A.C.P. when the 
attack is sent to the public, daily press at the same time it is sent 
to the leaders of the N.A.A.C.P.
49
 
 
Although J. H. Jackson is not mentioned by name, one may infer that Taylor had 
Jackson among others in mind when he addressed his civil rights colleagues.        
 The Taylor Team organized for a long drawn-out legal battle. Suggesting a 
fight purposed for claiming a rightfully-elected office, early correspondence not later 
than October 1960 carried the imprint, “The Taylor Team Defense Fund in Defense of 
Our Basic Baptist Liberties and the Integrity of the National Baptist Convention, U.S. 
A., Inc. Gardner Taylor, President (By will of the People).” Officers of The Taylor 
Team were listed as Sandy F. Ray, Chairman, C. V. Johnson, Illinois Co-Chairman, 
George Lawrence, New York, Director of Public Relations, Martin Luther King, Sr. 
Georgia, Finance Chairman, Thomas Kilgore, New York, secretary. H. B. Charles, 
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Sr., California, Treasurer. By December, a conspicuous change in correspondence 
suggested that the Taylor Team members regarded themselves as duly-elected leaders 
of the convention. Letterhead read simply “National Baptist Convention U.S.A., Inc., 
Gardner C. Taylor, President.” Among the notable officers listed were D. E. King, 
General Secretary; C.V. Johnson, M. K. Curry, Jr. and Kelly Miller Smith, Assistant 
Secretaries; M.C. Williams, Historiographer; Benjamin Hooks, Attorney; and 
Chairman of Social Service Commission, Ralph D. Abernathy. Taylor’s board of 
directors met in Louisville, KY on November 29 and 30. Both Abernathy and 
prominent Birmingham civil rights’ leader Fred Shuttlesworth addressed those 
assembled.
50
  
 Though Taylor supporters organized themselves, the dispute that triggered the 
split was firmly in court hands. Two federal judges avoided becoming further 
involved by referring all issues to Philadelphia’s only African-American jurist who 
sat on the Court of Common Pleas. The case was dismissed and appealed by the 
Taylor Team to the Pennsylvania Supreme Court “largely because some $90,000 to 
$100,000 of convention funds” had been placed under bond in Philadelphia. 
Pennsylvania’s highest court provided no legal relief for Taylor. Gardner C. Taylor 
and Joseph H. Jackson claimed to have been elected, but Gardner Taylor was under 
no illusion.  Jackson held the official reins of power through control of the board of 
directors and convention assets, a fact that remained unchanged during the next year. 
Signaling his hold on the convention, Jackson taunted Taylor forces during an 
interview with the New York Amsterdam News: “If Dr. Taylor was elected last year, 
why doesn’t his group get their own city and call their national convention?”51  
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Taylor and Jackson prepared themselves for an uncertain future. However, the 
Taylor Team had some moral authority derived from Jackson’s perceived violation in 
spirit, if not in fact, of convention rules. Moreover, a sense of fair play regarding the 
management of convention proceedings had been absent for some time. In a 
December 12 letter to Jackson, Taylor asked for a meeting to address “the plight of 
our National Baptist Convention.” Taylor, echoing calls for harmony after the 
contentious Philadelphia meeting, continued, “in order to heal the breach in our 
denomination.” Taylor’s plea for a resolution went unanswered by Jackson. Taylor 
and Jackson considered their positions, called for meetings of their respective boards 
of directors, hosted regional events, and prepared themselves for an uncertain future 
to be revealed in Kansas City, Missouri.
52
 
While presiding over a National Board meeting in Louisville, Kentucky, 
Taylor offered to resign “on the condition that a tenure law and fair election 
procedures are established.” Taylor continued, “This is my uncompromising position 
…in the absence of this, I will not resign and will also be a candidate for reelection 
and am confident of another victory.” Neither Jackson nor his representatives 
responded to Taylor offer to “get out of the way.”53 
In April of 1961, the Taylor groups called for a meeting in St. Louis to plan 
for the upcoming Kansas City convention session. Taylor requested that Martin 
Luther King, Jr. attend the secret gathering, but he did not. King’s Southern Christian 
Leadership Conference did not coordinate with Taylor convention supporters. 
Nevertheless, many in the SCLC supported Taylor’s quest for the presidency of the 
National Baptist Convention. Ties between the Taylor Team and SCLC are evidenced 
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by the selection of SCLC board member Dearing E. King, pastor of Zion Baptist 
Church, Louisville, Kentucky as Taylor’s General Secretary for the Convention.54 
  Taylor and his supporters made plans for the annual session of the convention 
in Kansas City. Writing to convention members in July 1961, Taylor encouraged 
those traveling to the upcoming annual session to attend, “determined that we shall 
show patience and forbearance no matter what attempts may be made to provoke 
violence.” Clearly, Taylor and many of his supporters anticipated how dangerous the 
convention meeting could become. 
55
 
 Taylor concurred with those who recommended pressuring Jackson into 
having a fair election or, at worst, opening the convention leadership to those outside 
of his circle. At a regional convention meeting at the Zion Hill Baptist Church, of 
which Dr. T. M. Chambers served as pastor, Taylor suggested that some person who 
had not served as National Baptist President be appointed to preside over convention 
proceedings until a new president could be elected. Mordecai Johnson, president 
emeritus of Howard University, Benjamin Elijah Mays, president of Morehouse 
College and Adam Clayton Powell, pastor of Abyssinian Baptist Church in New York 
and member of the United States House of Representatives, were named by Taylor as 
possible presiders. Jackson did not entertain Taylor’s proposal. The Taylor Team then 
decided to play on tradition by utilizing the National Baptist Convention custom of 
convention officers marching together and taking their seats on stage during the 
official opening of proceedings.
56
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 Having addressed CORE’s national meeting in Washington, D.C. as president 
of National Baptist only a few days before, Gardner Taylor arrived in Kansas City to 
affirm, if not legitimize, his claim to the presidency. Reflecting upon the intense 
climate in which he and Taylor Team members were about to make their attempt, 
Gardner Taylor said, “I was spared of my life. I wrote a note to my daughter Martha 
saying I might not get back. It was that bad.”  While preaching at Concord Baptist 
Church on the morning of an evening rally to protest New York educational 
inequities, Taylor elaborated on his preconvention disposition. Making a personal 
testimony about confronting physical danger, Taylor stated, “Once in my life I faced 
humiliation and a situation which had death written on it. I would have given almost 
anything I possessed to be spared it. I went to bed one night quite aware that when the 
morning came I had to walk into something which might well mean my death. I was 
cold with dread and fear. And then I asked God to give me peace and confidence. I 
witness that a great calm passed over me. I bear witness that in the toughest hour 
calmness and peace can belong to you.”57 
Comforted but still concerned about looming dangers, Taylor, protected by 
large numbers of supporters, entered the auditorium as “the officials” of National 
Baptist Convention, seeking seats directly in front of Jackson while he gave his 
presidential address. Their motive was to act using parliamentary procedure to call for 
a vote prior to Jackson being re-elected in what Taylor Branch called “the emotional 
afterglow of that sermon.” Upon reaching the stage, Taylor found J. H. Jackson and 
his devotees holding the stage, thus preventing access to anyone trying to enter. 
Taylor’s supporters attempted to gain seats and standing room. In some areas, fighting 
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broke out. Taylor supporter Reverend Ben F. Paxton of Chicago pushed his way 
forward, accidentally pushing Jackson supporter Pastor Arthur Wright of Detroit 
Michigan. Pastor Wright fell from the stage, fracturing his skull. Policemen and 
Kansas City Mayor H. R. Bartle brought calm. Doctors operated on Pastor Wright, 
but he died two days later from his injuries. Martin Luther King, Jr., was 
conspicuously absent from this meeting. In order to press their claim and issues, 
members of the Taylor Team organized their own march, a decision which had deadly 
consequences.
58
  
 The Taylor Team had filed a lawsuit seeking to prevent Jackson or Taylor 
from being elected. The attempt was not well-received by clergy, but resulted in 
Judge Richard Koenigsdorf’s appointment of the venerable Rev. D. A. Holmes of 
Kansas City to supervise a court-ordered election to be held the same week in 1961. 
Backdoor overtures were made to Gardner Taylor. Among them were offers of the 
Congress presidency and an appointment as vice president-at-large. Another offer 
came on election eve. A female Kansas City attorney called Dr. Taylor and invited 
him to her home. He entered with a small group of aides. Once seated, the attorney 
shared the purpose of her invitation: “the election tomorrow can be won for $10,000.”  
Dr. Taylor replied, “I don’t have $10,000 and if I did, I am not sure I would spend it 
on that anyhow.”  No offer presented to Gardner Taylor in exchange for dropping his 
claim was accepted.
59
  
On Election Day, Taylor and Jackson sat near each other while attempts were 
made to create election regulations in Jackson’s favor or lay the groundwork for 
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splitting the denomination should Jackson ultimately lose the vote. Taylor Team 
members had believed that frustrations with convention policies and personalities had 
created an environment in which a fair election could be won. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
who had flown in during the night and agreed to nominate Gardner Taylor, ultimately 
reneged on the promise, leaving a temporary sore spot on their relationship. Taylor 
lost the election by a vote of 2,732 to 1,519. Taylor later conceded to J. H. Jackson. 
Martin L. King, Jr. was removed from his position as vice president of the Sunday 
School Congress, and many others from the Taylor Team lost their offices. Jackson 
publicly blamed King for causing the events surrounding A. G. Wright’s death and 
disturbances during convention sessions. Though a supporter of Gardner Taylor, King 
had little to do with organizing Taylor Team operations. Indeed, J. H. Jackson’s 
statement was an attempt at further retribution for all who challenged his supremacy 
among African-American Baptists. Events that occurred in Kansas City resulted in 
another division of the National Baptist Convention.
60
 
Gardner Taylor returned to Concord carrying the weight of a heavy loss. His 
short, but telling sermon, An Incident About Defeat delivered on Sunday, September 
10, 1961, revealed the residual effects of Kansas City.  Jeremiah 32: 9-15 records the 
story of how Jeremiah, faced with captivity, purchased land, knowing he may never 
see it again. Within the framework of Jeremiah’s hopeful action, Taylor 
acknowledges that life brings many realities, among them defeat.  The personal tone 
of the message is not lost. He states, “There is the assault on pride, on personhood, for 
in defeat one cannot help felling repudiation. Sometimes there is the added hurt of 
betrayal by friends and desertion by comrades.” His prescription for handling defeat is 
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found in Jeremiah's example of one who is thought to have “acted with integrity.”  
The strong character of Jeremiah is seen through his land purchase which suggests to 
Taylor an inner strength not seen, but present in the face of defeat. Taylor encouraged 
himself and Concord whose members had supported his race for the presidency of the 
National Baptist Convention, saying, “A man must be defeated at some time or the 
other, but he can impart dignity to defeat.” Gardner Taylor’s personal sermon signaled 
a time of personal introspection about which types of local social justice ministry 
should be developed and which public spheres best suited his calling and gifts.
61
  
 As a result of these disputes, L.V. Booth, pastor of Zion Baptist Church in 
Cincinnati, Ohio, called for a meeting to organize a new national Baptist convention 
to be held November 15, 1961 in Cincinnati. The Reverend William Holmes Borders 
served as keynote speaker. At that meeting, the United Baptist Convention of America 
was organized with an emphasis on tenure for all officers, fair convention proceedings 
and civil rights. Soon thereafter, a name change occurred dubbing the group the 
Progressive National Baptist Convention.
62
 
The purpose and founding of the Progressive Baptists has become murky as 
the shadow of Martin Luther King, Jr.’s life and the renown of Gardner Taylor as a 
churchman and preacher have blurred its true origin. Scholars must ask, what 
constitutes founding a convention? If the cause of the era or support for a person 
sympathetic to a convention’s founding, but not participating in any way can be 
construed as a founding, then a case can be made for King or Taylor. Taylor Branch 
implies and Wallace Best states that either Martin Luther King, Jr. was Progressive’s 
founder or that Gardner Taylor holds that distinction. William Booth wrote A Call to 
                                                          
61 
Gardner C. Taylor, An Incident about Defeat, Jeremiah 32: 9-15, September 10, 1960, The Papers of 
Gardner C. Taylor, Unpublished; Baldwin, There is a Balm in Gilead, pp. 220-221. 
 
62
 Peter J. Paris, Black Religious Leaders: Conflict in Unity, (Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 
1991), p. 42. 
Page | 181 
 
Greatness in 2001 whereby he attempts to correct assumptions from King and/or 
Taylor as founders to acknowledging his father, L. Venchael Booth, as the one who 
organized what became known as the Progressive National Baptist Convention. 
Although the book is written with a son’s bias, William Booth includes an impressive 
number of founding documents and correspondence, both personal of denominational, 
which demonstrate what current members have known, as the Pittsburgh Courier 
stated in 1963, “It was the Rev. Mr. Booth who called and arranged the organization 
meeting of the Progressive Convention, in November, 1961.” Progressive Baptist 
provided a denominational home for Gardner Taylor, Martin Luther King, Jr. and 
others who were dismissed from convention membership. Martin Luther King, Jr., 
although an early member, was not involved in any organizing activity. Gardner 
Taylor and King called for unity after the National Baptist Convention met in Kansas 
City and continued to assert that “neither of us (King and Taylor) wanted to see 
another convention.” Neither King nor Taylor participated in a single organizing 
meeting.  However, Gardner Taylor observed slow, steady progress in movement, 
organizing and support, noting, “It gathered momentum.” Progressive Baptists won 
Taylor’s affections and found him among their ranks at the 1962 annual session of 
Progressive National Baptist. Many Taylor Team members participated in or 
eventually joined the Progressive National Baptist Convention. Leaders of the Taylor 
Team were not responsible for organizing Progressives. However, as noted on the 
Progressive National Baptist’s website, Gardner C. Taylor and actual members of the 
denomination credit the organizing of their convention to L. Venchael Booth, pastor 
of Zion Baptist Church, Cincinnati, Ohio. J. C. Mitchell of Charleston, West Virginia, 
T. M. Chambers of Los Angeles, A. R. Brent of Plainfield, New Jersey and others 
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who answered L. Venchael Booth’s call were sympathetic to Gardner Taylor’s 
candidacy, but acted independent of Gardner Taylor and Martin Luther King, Jr.
63
 
Creating a new convention was more than a referendum on Jackson’s 
presidency; it was a reaction to J. H. Jackson’s failure to uphold the tenure rules. 
Disagreements about ending the practice of presidents holding office for life had been 
a major concern from at least the period of J. C. Austin’s many candidacies for 
president.  This is not to say that Gardner Taylor’s campaign had nothing to do with 
the civil rights movement; it did, and it made a substantial difference by bringing 
thousands of previously-silent churches into the movement. Moreover, Gardner 
Taylor believes Jackson was “very sincere in his uncertainty about the methods of Dr. 
King.”  One cannot overstate the implications of so many African-Americans joining 
the civil rights movement. Disputations over convention leadership emanated from J. 
H. Jackson’s use of a technicality concerning approval of amendments to set aside 
regulations about tenure, not his objections to civil rights activities. Had Jackson not 
obtained nullification of tenure, a new president would have been elected in 1957, 
1961, 1965, and every four years thereafter. J. H. Jackson would not have been 
eligible for re-election until 1961. One cannot say who would have been elected or 
what direction the convention would have taken on civil rights. Had there not been a 
disagreement about tenure, each president succeeding J. H. Jackson would have had 
the freedom to bring his social concerns to convention members. Without a dispute 
about tenure, it is doubtful that National Baptist would have split in 1961.
64
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 The Progressive National Baptist Convention eventually drew a majority of 
the largest churches which were members of National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., 
and many of its most well-educated clergy, including Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Marshall Shepard, J. Pious Barbour, Adam Clayton Powell, D. E. King, Fred 
Shuttlesworth, W. J. Jernigan, J.C. Austin, Benjamin Elijah Mays, president of 
Morehouse College, and many others who felt a new communion would better serve 
African-American Baptists. Conspicuously absent from the Taylor Team was Sandy 
F. Ray who felt strongly that starting a new convention was not the answer. Perhaps 
with time, Dr. Ray felt more progressive ideas would transform the National Baptists.   
Though he had serious misgivings about forming another denominational 
body for African-American Baptists, years later Gardner Taylor understood how 
establishing a national religious home for those cast out of National Baptist life served 
a greater purpose. Progressive Baptist provided a new fellowship which resulted in a 
national witness for supporters of tenure, civil rights and social justice. Reflecting 
upon his attempt to become convention president, Progressive Baptist’s establishment 
and its contribution to American religious life, Gardner Taylor mused, “As I look 
back on it, I am very sorrowful we had to have another convention. I am very glad I 
stood for the position that I did. It was one of the shining moments of my years.”65 
In the last years of J. H. Jackson’s life, his dislike of Martin Luther King, Jr. 
continued. J. H. Jackson ordered the front entrance of Olivet Baptist church closed 
when the city of Chicago renamed the street in front of Olivet to Dr. Martin Luther 
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King, Jr. Drive. Olivet’s official address changed to a street running along Olivet’s 
side. However, Jackson and Taylor traded pulpits before Jackson’s death. They 
reached a strange and uneasy peace. I once asked Gardner Taylor about J. H. Jackson. 
I said to him, “People tell me that J. H. Jackson was perhaps one of the greatest Black 
preachers of the twentieth century.” Taylor responded, “This is true.” I spoke in quick 
retort, “But he has no schools named for him, no lectureships, no books commending 
him for his stand are written about him, and no monuments are erected in his honor.” 
Taylor spoke softly, “That’s what happens when you are on the wrong side of 
history.” It would seem that history has judged Martin Luther King, Jr. to be on the 
right side of history.
66
 
This war for African-American hearts and minds between gradualism and 
radicalism has gone on since W. E. B. Du Bois traded written blows with Booker T. 
Washington. Taylor’s battle with J. H. Jackson, in tandem with, if not representative 
of King’s supporters, demonstrates the continuation of this struggle for meaning. In 
the struggle for control of the National Baptist Convention, we observe a hidden battle 
occurring behind the curtain of race for the soul of the American Black conscience, a 
conscience wrestling with how civil rights would be gained in a world so admittedly 
opposed to giving them. Taylor’s candidacy for the National Baptist Convention 
presidency illumines that struggle’s inner workings, radicalism, values and pitfalls.
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Chapter Five: An Activist Pulpit: Civil Rights, Progressive Religion, and 
Preaching, 1961-1979 
 
  
 Although Taylor lost the highly contested race for the presidency of the 
National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., he was in great demand as a preacher and 
continued to speak across the United States. The months following Taylor’s bid 
became for him a time of personal introspection. While continuing his civil rights 
efforts, he began to think of how Concord Baptist Church could minister to its 
surrounding community. Moreover, he sought some theological framework through 
which to understand God’s working through human beings - particularly himself - in 
the world.  
 To this end, Taylor began reading the massive three volume series on theology 
by Paul Tillich titled Systematic Theology, published between 1951 and 1963. Tillich 
(1886-1965) was a German-born theologian and philosopher who was dismissed from 
his post at the University of Frankfurt when Adolph Hitler became Chancellor of 
Germany. Tillich was encouraged to immigrate to the United States during a visit of 
Reinhold Niebuhr to Germany. In 1933, Tillich joined Niebuhr on the faculty at 
Union Theological Seminary in New York and later taught at Harvard University and 
the University of Chicago.
1
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 Tillich was known for his method of correlation: the blending of Christian 
thought with questions of an existential nature, psychological and philosophical 
inquiry and analysis. Tillich’s Systematic Theology, as well as other systematic 
studies, seeks an orderly rendering of major Christian doctrines. However, Tillich 
applied his method of correlation as a lens through which these teachings may be 
interpreted.
2
  
 Taylor was an admirer of Tillich and his capacity to relate his beliefs. One 
goes too far in suggesting that Taylor is a product of the Tillich school of theology. 
However, surmising that Taylor gained a new appreciation for who God is in the 
world and how individuals reflect that being and become instruments of God would 
be true.  Speaking from the subject The Timeliness of the Timeless Gospel during the 
1965 meeting of the American Baptist Convention in San Francisco, California, 
Taylor remarked of the people who were under the influence of God’s work at 
Calvary: 
They are, as Jesus called them, other sheep.  But they are under 
the influence of Calvary. As Paul Tillich says, in that massive 
and monumental production of his systematic theology, they 
are outside the organized church. But they are people who 
show the power of the new being. There are youth alliances, 
secular friendship groups, educational artistic and political 
movements, and even more obviously, individuals without any 
visible relationship to each other. In them the spiritual presence 
is felt, although they are indifferent or even hostile to any open 
                                                          
2
 Kline, Jr., Paul Tillich, p. 487; Mark Kline Taylor, Paul Tillich: Theologian of the Boundaries 
(Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press, 1991) pp. 21-23.   
Page | 187 
 
expressions of religion. They are the people truly of Calvary, 
who have caught the spirit of the Lord.
3
  
 
          Taylor’s remarks reflect his understanding that Christian belief is a faith 
requiring activity affecting communities for the better. The essence of Taylor’s belief 
may be observed in his own attempts to bring civil rights and equality to all 
Americans. Preaching to at the Baptist World Alliance Congress convening in Miami, 
Florida, later in 1965, Taylor begins his message on Freedom and Responsibility by 
using Tillich’s work on systematic theology to craft his argument, thus signaling a 
freshness of thought about how Tillich’s work may find its application in regard to 
social issues. Tillich’s thought became an interpretive framework for Taylor’s own 
theology.
4
  
 January of 1962 brought Taylor new opportunities to actualize his 
existentialist beliefs through public service. The fall of 1961 had been challenging on 
several fronts. Taylor had not only lost his bid to become president of the National 
Baptist Convention U. S. A., but the City of New York lost control of its public 
school system, thereby causing Taylor to lose his seat and a loss in political power for 
Taylor-ally Mayor Robert F. Wagner. Taylor failed to be appointed the newly created 
Board of Education then controlled by Governor Nelson Rockefeller.  
 1961 had also been a challenging political year for Mayor Wagner as he faced 
open rebellion from Democratic Party members in the Bronx and Brooklyn who 
coalesced around the leadership of Joseph Starkey and his sponsored primary 
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challenger to the mayor, Stanley Steingut. After the striking interparty feud, his 
successful primary and general election victory, Mayor Wagner sacked one-time 
supporter of City Council member Joseph Starkey as head of Brooklyn’s King 
County’s Democratic Party.  Perhaps in an effort to shore up support, Mayor Wagner 
created a party leadership triumvirate to lead King’s County Democrats: John Lynch, 
Aaron Jacoby and Gardner C. Taylor.
5
 
Taylor’s duties included attending the $1,000 per person birthday celebration 
held for President John F. Kennedy on May 19, 1962, held at Manhattan’s Madison 
Square Garden. During this event, actress Marilyn Monroe gave her sultry rendition 
of “Happy Birthday to You” to the president. Taylor was heavily involved in politics 
during this period. So much so that his wife admonished him, “your preaching is 
getting a little thin.” Soon afterwards he left politics, and as the sixties went by, he 
slowing concentrated on more tangible means of social help. Also, Taylor and his 
church membership paused in November of 1962 to celebrate paying off Concord’s 
mortgage. 
6
  
Though Gardner Taylor found himself involved in political affairs, 
denominational life and pastoral duties at Concord, his involvement with civil rights 
organizations did not abate. In particular, Taylor become deeply involved in the 
activities associated with the Congress of Racial Equality (CORE). CORE had 
organized protests of Woolworth Stores in solidarity with student sit-in movements 
that began in the south and quickly spread throughout the United States. Church 
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leaders including Taylor marched in front of Woolworth’s Fifth Avenue store with 
signs that read “Segregation is Morally Wrong” and “Southern Woolworth 
Segregates.” Brooklyn’s CORE also led protests to end housing discrimination and 
discriminatory employment practices. CORE’s 1962 garbage protest “Operation 
Clean Sweep” sought the end of New York City policies that left the streets of 
African-American neighborhoods in blight because of poor cleaning, irregular 
garbage collection, and inadequate repair of city property.
7
  
Taylor continued to promote causes of New York City civil rights groups. As 
had been his method, he continued his simultaneous involvement in several civil 
rights organizations and encouraged their cooperation during protest and social 
projects. Moreover, Taylor led Concord Baptist Church to begin supporting these 
groups financially. Since February 2, 1960, Concord had been a life member of the 
National Association for the Advancement of Colored People. On July 2, 1962, 
Concord committed to sending monthly support to the National Urban League, the 
Congress of Racial Equality and the Southern Christian Leadership Conference. 
Furthermore, during these years, members of Concord embraced voting as an 
important part of solving social concerns. By July of 1963, Concord had committed to 
spend ten thousand dollars on voter registration experts. 
8
  
However, a CORE protest during the construction of Downstate Hospital is 
where Gardner Taylor’s participation in Brooklyn’s civil rights movement had a 
conspicuous impact. In July 1963, one of the largest civil rights protest in New York 
City occurred. Downstate Hospital was to be built near the Bedford Stuyvesant area of 
Brooklyn. Local African-American clergy organized, titling themselves the Ministers’ 
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Committee for Job Opportunities for Brooklyn. The group demanded that African-
American and Puerto Rican laborers be hired for a minimum of 25 percent of all 
construction jobs. Using their influence with African-American churches, community 
leaders, civil groups, and various civic rights organization, Brooklyn’s ministers led 
protests that mirrored their counterparts in other parts of the United States, 
particularly the American south. Initially, some church leaders, including Taylor, 
were slow in embracing CORE’s call for protest. Oliver Leeds, CORE’s president, 
recalled Taylor saying, “I think that’s a good idea. I’ll do the best I can. I got a busy 
schedule, I don’t know if I can make it, but I’ll give it a try.” Eventually, Brooklyn’s 
African-American clergy whole heartedly embraced and supported CORE’s 
Downstate campaign. Ministers recruited more clergy to their ranks, with Taylor 
asking “two or three pastors” to join the upcoming protest. The forthright nuanced 
leadership and tactics demonstrated by Brooklyn’s clerics marked a departure for 
previous styles and stands out as a profound example of America’s northern civil 
rights struggle.
9
  
 Brooklyn’s CORE, named by Clarence Taylor as “the most radical branch in 
the national organization,” and the Joint Committee, consisting of the NAACP and the 
Greater New York Urban League, having failed in their attempts to gain an agreement 
on employment at Downstate Hospital, turned to Brooklyn’s African-American 
pastors in hopes of turning out large numbers of protesters to stop construction from 
proceeding.  
After a number of rallies at Brooklyn churches, twelve hundred protesters, 
including a large number of white citizens, demonstrated at Downstate to great effect. 
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Media played an essential role in CORE’s plan as a tool to motivate average citizens 
through publicized arrests of prominent clergy. Years later, Leeds disclosed that 
Taylor was not opposed to being arrested, particularly if media recorded the incident. 
Leeds quoted Taylor as saying, “We’ve got to stop this discrimination in these 
construction places, and I don’t mind going to jail for it, but if I go to jail I’d like to 
get my picture took.” Moreover, according to Leeds, when media did not appear, 
Taylor urged Leeds to “get that Arnold Goldwag to take care of the TV people.” 
Nearly disbanding before beginning, Oliver Leeds took the initiative by sitting in 
front of a truck, thus blocking its entrance into the hospital site. All 14 ministers 
present at the organizing rally, including Gardner C. Taylor and Leeds were arrested. 
Thousands gathered at Cornerstone Baptist Church where its pastor Sandy F. Ray, an 
ally of Governor Nelson Rockefeller, was elected Chairman.
10
 
 The New York Times lauded Taylor as “one of the most prominent Negro 
religious leaders in the city.” Photographs were taken of arrested clergymen being led 
to jail. Television reports interviewed Pastor George Lawrence and other pastors. In 
one television interview, Taylor said, “Most of the prophets spent time in jail. This is 
a long Tradition. When a government is corrupt, as this one is about discrimination, it 
must be challenged, particularly by those who love it and certainly by religious 
people.” However true Taylor’s comments may have been, CORE appeared to lose its 
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leadership role. Media coverage inclusive of Leeds and CORE leadership failed to 
occur at any significant level.
11
 
Taylor, as did other Brooklyn clerics, saw protests at Downstate Hospital and 
accompanying tactics employed to achieve their goals as part of their work for God on 
earth. Sandy Ray, Taylor, and other leaders of the movement rallied six thousand 
protesters in Tompkins Park in preparation of a protest at the Downstate construction 
site on July 22, 1963. Taylor proclaimed, “We are ready!”; “We’re not going another 
step and America is not going anywhere without us!”; “Revolution has come to 
Brooklyn…Whatever the cost, we will set the nation straight….” Taylor continued, 
“The protest will be peaceful but if the ruling white power structure brings it about 
our blood will fill the streets.” Crowd responded with “Yes Sir” and “Amen” as if 
their park protest had become a Sunday morning service.
12
  
During the protest at Downstate, Nation of Islam leader Malcolm X, known 
for his fiery rhetoric, observed the activities each day from across the street. Although 
he was invited by protesters to participate, he did not join demonstration activities. 
Gardner Taylor walked over for a brief conversation, during which Malcolm X said, 
“Well, I just-my presence-I want them to know that there’s another way to go about 
all this.” Of course, this was a tongue-in-cheek remark referencing Malcolm X’s 
reputation for armed self-defense if necessary. The Joint Committee’s protest was 
nonviolent and successful, but quickly lost momentum. Because of work 
responsibilities, the number of demonstrators dropped dramatically. Soon less than 
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200 people continued to demonstrate. Six hundred protesters had been arrested by 
July 29.
13
  
Progress on negotiations was slow and unfruitful. Governor Rockefeller, to 
Gardner Taylor’s dismay, stated that he did not have jurisdiction over such 
construction progress. Taylor felt that the Governor “begged the question” when he 
said that calls for his intervention were “unlawful and counter to American 
principles.” By July 28, protesters faced ever-increasing acts of violence culminating 
in a July 30
th
 incident involving Procept, a fringe group who joined Downstate 
demonstrators. Taylor blamed the discord on police. “Violence has occurred at 
Downstate Medical Center. People can no longer be restrained. Police apparently 
cannot be controlled. Public safety is threatened.” Citing obstacles to a fair settlement 
and the lack of a cohesive exit plan, Taylor and his fellow committee members began 
to back off calls for the 25 percent quota in regard to hiring practices. Taylor said 
some of us are not particularly wedded to the quota idea.”14 
Facing a decline in support, Governor Rockefeller met with ministers on 
August 6
th
 at their request. After meeting with Taylor, Milton Galamison, Walter 
Offutt and William Jones of Bethany Baptist Church, Benjamin Lowery, Ramon 
Rivera of the Urban League and Walter G. Henson, Jacobs reached an agreement that 
totally abandoned a twenty-five percent quota goal. The agreement called for the 
withdrawal of state funds from projects where discrimination occurred, enforcement 
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of state discrimination laws, a program to recruit African-American and Puerto Ricans 
for training and membership in several trade unions, an August 15 hearing to 
investigate discrimination against Sheet Metal Workers International Association 
Local Union 28, a gubernatorial appointee to oversee state construction and report 
discrimination to the New York State Commission on Human Rights and an end to all 
demonstrations immediately. 
15
 
The agreement received a lukewarm endorsement from Oliver Leeds, but was 
rejected outright by CORE members and other members of the Joint Committee who 
called for continued demonstrations. Ministers withdrew their financial and moral 
support and accused their former partners of operating in bad faith. However, CORE 
was not present when the agreement was reached nor was it a part of the process of 
accepting the proposed settlement. An effort was made to continue protesting, but 
support which had already become less that noticeable evaporated.
16
  
Clarence Taylor posits that Downstate marks a shift in civil rights action. 
Black Power became the order of the day and ministers came under fire for being 
‘Uncle Toms’ due to their alliances with the white power structure of New York.  
During the post Downstate period, Taylor feared he would be attacked by African-
American nationalists for his moderate views and associations; he kept a baseball bat 
in his office.
17
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August 28, 1963, Taylor joined Martin Luther King, Jr., A. Phillip Randolph, 
Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee, Chairman John E. Lewis, Whitney 
Young, James Farmer, Roy Wilkins, other civil rights leaders and more than 200,000 
demonstrators at the March on Washington. Although he was not on program to 
speak, Taylor mingled with other dignitaries, including longtime mentor and friend 
Marshall Shepard, and bore witness to King’s I Have A Dream speech. Upon 
reflection in 1985, Taylor gave an assessment of King’s message, saying, “…one 
remembers that sunlit summer afternoon in Washington when Dr. King spoke about 
his hopes for the United States, his I Have A Dream speech. That address must 
certainly rank among the supreme statements in all human history about hope for a 
society of equality and opportunity.” Stephen Tuck, in his assessment of King’s 
address, wrote, “He delivered his “I Have a Dream” speech with all the eloquence of a 
preacher, the vision of a prophet, and the strategy of a politician.
18
       
                                                                                                                                                                      
and they as well as others felt that both sides of the issue were not adequately represented, that 
more focus was given to the militant side and not enough rebuttals by other blacks who disagreed. As 
a follow-up to Gould’s column, Taylor said that he felt Wallace had done a service in laying out what 
these groups were about. Taylor’s main concern was that during the panel discussion of the 
documentary it may have appeared that he and others who challenged the documentary were more 
focused on numbers. The real danger hate groups pose as active entities in community life, not the 
number of them, was at the heart of Taylor’s arguments.  Furthermore, Taylor reiterated his regret 
for not searching more for solutions, but took joy that hate was exposed. 
 Taylor’s participation in Wallace’s documentary and his retrospective letter indicates his 
appreciation for a changing landscape in civil rights tactics. King’s mission and method faced starkly 
contrasting techniques from those who were willing to use race and nationalism as a basis for harm. 
Supporters of nonviolence, including those like Taylor who had misgivings about its usefulness, 
contended for public support among African Americans who had seen mediocre gains in civil rights.  
Jack Gould’s account of this event may be found in the New York Times, August 2, 1959.  
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  Arguably, Milton E. Galamison, more than any other minister in New York 
City, concerned himself with the integration of public schools. Under the umbrella of 
his own organization, the Parent’s Workshop for Equality in New York City Schools, 
he coordinated stay-at-home campaigns - one of which enlisted more than one 
thousand parents - in hopes of persuading education officials to begin the process of 
school integration. Meeting with some success, the Parent’s Workshop, Harlem 
Parents Committee and Brooklyn branches of the NAACP and CORE merged to form 
the City-Wide Committee for School Integration.
19
  
 The fall of 1963 was a period in which the civil rights movement was at a peak 
in terms of its influence. Fervor over school integration in New York City benefited 
from a climate of progress toward movement goals. Galamison and the groups that he 
coordinated applied pressure on the New York City Board of Education to proceed 
with integration. Taylor chaired an organizing meeting at Brooklyn’s Stuyvesant 
Christian Church, where he said, “I plan to be the first one on the picket line if this 
integration issue isn’t satisfactorily settled by next Monday.” Because of his influence 
and prominence in both white and African American circles, Taylor was chosen as 
main speaker at the September 1, 1963 rally held at Ray’s Cornerstone Baptist 
Church.
20
  
 Numerous agreements were made on plans for integration of schools, yet all of 
them failed in being implemented. Under the auspices of the city-wide committee, a 
stay-at-home boycott occurred on February 3, 1964, when nearly half a million 
children did not attend school, making it “one of the largest civil rights 
demonstrations in United States history.” Another boycott, approximately half the size 
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of the previous one, took place on March 13, 1964. Gardner Taylor lent his support to 
these momentous protestations. The day before the February 3 protest, Gardner 
Taylor visited Galamison, finding him surrounded by children, in order to deliver “a 
check in support” of the cause. Concord Baptist Church became a “Freedom School,” 
a place where children could spend the school day during the boycott learning 
mathematics, reading, and African-American history.
21
   
 Although momentous in its occurrence and impressive in participation, the 
school boycotts of 1964 did not result in integration of public schools nor demonstrate 
any observable improvement in the quality of public education for African-American 
or Puerto Rican children. The favor experienced during the boycott dissipated.  
Various reincarnations of the school movement of 1964 including the Galamison-led 
People’s Board of Education failed to achieve wide-spread integration. Eventually, 
Galamison became a member of New York City’s official Board of Education, 
becoming its vice president. As an insider, Galamison worked toward equality in 
education; however, the city of New York remained largely segregated. Galamison 
continued to be supported by Taylor and Concord Church, but Taylor and wife Laura 
invested most of its resources in strengthening Concord Elementary School.
22
   
 In 1965, Taylor transformed what was a Sunday morning sermon into a 
chapter in his work, The Pulpit Speaks on Race. As previously cited, it articulates his 
vision and mission of individuals and churches as it relates to solutions regarding 
racial issues. Also, Taylor traveled to Miami, Florida, to address the Baptist World 
Alliance. Taylor’s message on Freedom and Responsibility focused on God-given 
individual rights of choice and Christian commitment to insure a society in which 
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basic human rights are protected. Indeed, both messages invoke God’s purpose of 
human beings as understood in light of the work of Jesus Christ.  Moreover, what is 
remarkable is that these messages provide another example of how Taylor used both 
pulpit and pen to advance the causes of social justice and civil rights before 
predominately white audiences.
23
  
 Under the leadership of its first president, T. M. Chambers, Sr. of Los 
Angeles, the Progressive National Baptist Convention grew, drawing more churches 
interested in the progressive ideals of tenure, missions, civil rights and social justice. 
The organizing founder of Progressive Baptist, L. V. Booth of Cincinnati, Ohio had 
been elected vice president. However, by 1965, many began to imagine a system by 
which the vice president would move up, perhaps without opposition, to succeed the 
outgoing president, thereby shifting election emphasis away from the presidential post  
to the lower ranking second vice president who would move up to first vice president, 
then eventually the presidency.
24
  
 Many in convention circles became concerned that Gardner Taylor was not an 
officer of the convention. Although Taylor was not a founding member of the 
convention, he had joined during its first session and delivered sermons, but sought no 
official post. Senior leaders had planned to appoint a General Secretary who would be 
responsible for day-to-day operations of the convention. In 1963, L. V. Booth 
accepted the new position of Executive Secretary so that Taylor could be elected vice 
president. In a private conversation, Booth expressed that “of course he would step 
aside for our crown prince.”  The expression symbolized affection for Taylor, but also 
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a residual sorrow about failing to elect Taylor as president of the National Baptist 
Convention, U.S.A. in 1961. The day he was elected, Booth sent Taylor a handwritten 
note on hotel stationary expressing his appreciation. “I envy you! Today I become 
Vice President of the Progressive National Baptist Convention but you become saint 
and seer of a people’s movement in response to the pushing and promptings of 
God.”25 
 T. M. Chambers, Sr. suffered from poor health during his final two years as 
convention president. Taylor delivered the messages during the president’s annual 
address period at the 1965 and 1966 sessions. The 1967 annual session of the 
Progressive Baptists returned to the city of its founding, Cincinnati, Ohio, where 
Taylor gave his first address as an elected national president, seven years after the 
turmoil which erupted among African-American Baptists in Philadelphia, 
Pennsylvania.
26
  
 An important duty of a National Baptist president is to represent the 
convention at the funerals of prominent convention members, often delivering the 
eulogy.  A cherished colleague was among the first of those whom Taylor paid his 
respects. On February 25, 1967, thousands gathered at the Mount Olivet Tabernacle 
Baptist Church, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania, to bid farewell to Marshall Shepard, Sr.  
Shepard’s passing marked the beginning of many farewells to come of those senior 
clergymen who had done so much to advance Taylor’s career and guide him in 
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ministry. Taylor said of his mentor, “Marshall Shepard was my friend, the best friend 
I have ever known in the ministry or ever expect now to know.”27 
 Taylor’s 1967 and 1968 messages have reasons to be viewed as remarkable.  
The 1967 address praises convention member Martin Luther King, Jr. for his past and 
ongoing civil rights efforts. However, Taylor bemoans America’s waning enthusiasm 
for civil rights issues and the rising prominence of Vietnam’s battlefields as the 
primary social issue of the day. Taylor states: 
 
Alas, the bright banners flutter no long, the stirring trumpet of 
liberty no longer blows. Freedom’s brave banner has been 
lowered to make way for war’s bloody demands in Vietnam. 
The trumpet of liberty has been drowned by the ugly battle cry 
of a foreign battlefield mixed with the groans and curses of the 
dying, but god still lives and still leads on where some have 
vowed to follow. We must continue to prod the nation toward a 
foreign policy freed of war’s red and sudden death and a 
domestic practice of true freedom and absolute equality.
28
  
 
Taylor’s plea for an end to war and prioritizing civil rights were his first remarks 
signifying that the civil rights movement as begun in the 1950’s had started to wane in 
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significance. Moreover, Taylor’s message signals Taylor’s alignment with Martin 
Luther King, Jr. on the belief that America should end its role in the Vietnam War.
29
  
 On April 4, 1968, Taylor received a heartbreaking call informing him that 
Martin Luther King, Jr., who had been in Memphis, Tennessee supporting striking 
garbage workers, had been shot by an assassin, later identified as James Earl Ray. 
Taylor traveled to Atlanta, Georgia, to attend funeral services for King. The first 
service was held at King’s pastorate, Ebenezer Baptist Church. Later the same day, a 
second memorial service occurred in the courtyard of King’s alma mater, Morehouse 
College. Benjamin Elijah Mays served as eulogist and Gardner Taylor was to have 
participated on program. Due to Taylor being late and unable to navigate a crowd 
numbering somewhere between fifty to one hundred thousand people, he did not 
arrive in time to participate. When asked about the Morehouse service, a particularly 
sad expression appeared on Taylor’s face. Clearly, he regrets not participating and 
extending a public farewell to King.
30
  
 Nevertheless, historian Michael K. Honey describes how Taylor traveled to 
Memphis, Tennessee to rally workers at Mason Temple. To a crowd of 600, Taylor 
proclaimed, “Now all Negroes know, from business executives and doctors on down, 
how the poorer people have been harassed for decades.”  Taylor admonished those 
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listening saying the “violence of hatred” would not alter unless there was “a radical 
change in the hearts of the nation.”31 
 A few months later Progressive National Baptist met in Washington, D.C. 
where Taylor delivered his final address as president. The address has come to be 
known as the Power of Blackness. Taylor gave his assessment of Martin Luther King, 
Jr., arguing “Who can ever forget the ringing words of the only authentic spiritual 
genius America has produced.” Furthermore, Taylor recalled the dismissal of King as 
First Vice President of the National Baptist Convention Sunday School Congress 
auxiliary: 
As we remember Dr. Martin King’s trials and triumphs, we 
remember our part in them, Progressive Baptist may take 
justifiable pride in the unassailable fact which must now be 
forever true, that when he had no spiritual home among black 
Baptist, cast out from the house of his fathers, Progressive 
Baptist gave him a black Baptist residence. You provided him 
with an address in the community of black Baptist. Let angels 
record that truth, and let succeeding generations bring their 
gratitude to your tent door.
32
 
 
Taylor’s statement is true in fact, but revelatory in nature. Contained within these 
words are Taylor’s feelings about what happened during the split of the denomination. 
Arguably, one may contend that Taylor is reinterpreting the events of 1960 and 1961 
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in light of King’s death. Although there is no indication by Taylor that King had any 
significant responsibility for the split or involvement, Taylor’s remarks may indicate a 
claiming of King by the convention that clearly marked it as permanently associated 
with King’s legacy. Efforts to associate the convention with King are apparent when 
visiting the Progressive National Baptist Convention website.
33
  
 Taylor also contends with the understanding of the African-American church 
as a distinct entity within American life which offers a unique contribution. Taylor 
describes his belief: 
I have come to see that a church needs to separate from the 
world every so often. It must carry its own ceremonies of 
identification, its own acts of worship and praise when and 
where there are people of the same conviction, who love the 
same Lord and march under the same banner.
34
  
Taylor continues his remarks: 
The same applies to a race such as ours. Not in isolation but in 
retreat and communion among ourselves we must find our true 
selves in terms of those shaping events which have formed our 
peculiar and singular historical experience in this land.
35
  
 
Taylor’s ministry is cross-cultural, a truth that is not uncommon among African-
American clergy. However, in his address, Taylor found space in his theology of the 
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church for an African-American presence not segregated by choice, but separated by 
historical events which make it unique. The Power of Blackness affirms one of the 
key arguments of this work that race is an inescapable shaping force in Taylor’s life.  
 By the fall of 1969, Taylor began a ministry in theological education. During 
his tenure as the first African-American trustee of Colgate Rochester Theological 
Seminary in Rochester, New York, Taylor was approached about the possibility of 
teaching classes on preaching. Before long, Taylor shared his method of preaching 
and he remained at Colgate from 1969-1972. Thereafter, Taylor accepted invitations 
to teach at Union Theological Seminary from 1973-1974 and Harvard Divinity School 
from 1975-1976. A host of students learned Taylor’s method and theology of 
preaching.
36
  
 Taylor espoused his message of integration across America on the National 
Broadcasting Network’s Radio Pulpit sponsored by the National Council of Churches, 
The Chicago Sunday Evening Club, and again at the Baptist World Alliance’s Tokyo 
meeting in 1970. Although Taylor was no longer an unofficial representative of 
Martin Luther King Jr., a sitting public official, or president of a national 
denomination, he was called upon to share his beliefs even as the civil rights 
movement he knew slowed to an undistinguishable pace.
37
  
 In years following the height of the civil rights movement, Taylor sought more 
tangible ways in which to improve the lives of Brooklyn’s citizens. Since October of 
1966, plans had been underway for the establishment of a home for the elderly. In 
1975, the Concord Nursing and Rehabilitation Center was opened featuring 167 beds, 
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adult day and a dementia unit. The home for the elderly became the first African-
American owned and controlled faculty of its type in Brooklyn.
38
  
In 1972, Taylor was invited by Harvard University to preach a memorial 
sermon in honor of Martin Luther King, Jr. His subject, The Strange Ways of God, 
was taken from Luke 3:1-3.  He began his sermon talking about the “strange and 
unusual ways” God comes to us. Taylor repeats the words of his text with emphasis 
on each repetition he speaks, highlighting the importance of all those in authority 
mentioned in the scripture - Tiberius Caesar, Pilate, Philip, Annas and Caiaphas – yet 
stresses, “The word of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness.” 
This occurs so many times that one wonders in what direction he is going. Then after 
a pause, Taylor said:  
 
Dwight D. Eisenhower, being president of the United States, 
and John Patterson, the governor of Alabama, J. Edgar Hoover, 
the omnipotent autocrat of the FBI, Billy Graham and Norman 
Peale, the high priest of middle America. The Word of God 
came to Martin King in the Wilderness.
39
  
 
Taylor argues, again, “How strange that out of a minority people there should come 
the true spiritual genius, the one true spiritual genus which this land has produced.” 
Taylor’s message seeks to persuade those present of King’s uniqueness of person and 
contribution to American society. With personal insight and perspective gained from 
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4 years without King, Taylor carved out a space in which to celebrate his legacy.
40
 
 Taylor continued to avail himself of opportunities to urge American citizens 
toward an integrated society. Carrietta C. Jackson contends that Taylor was: 
 
 “Inspired and challenged by the Civil Rights Movement and 
discouraged by the political conservatism and lack of 
involvement in the movement on the part of the National 
Baptist Convention, as Taylor’s own black consciousness and 
moral authority strengthened, he began preaching even more 
with the goal to empower and challenge his hearers to work for 
racial and other forms of social justice.”41 
 
Although Taylor is an activist, it is his preaching that has made him famous. 
Taylor’s oratorical gifts may be described as having a content and style which 
challenges each person with a sense of intellectual integrity, theological research, 
contemporary relevance, and a splash of emotion.  For the purposes of this study, how 
these gifts interact with the goals of civil rights deserves significant attention.     
In terms of Taylor’s preaching and civil rights, Taylor’s main tool for 
furthering rights and social justice causes is his preaching. Therefore, it is important 
to understand Taylor’s beliefs about preaching, what influences his homiletic work, 
how these factors shape his civil rights statements, and what if any impact Taylor’s 
preaching model had on the larger civil rights movement. Moreover, throughout 
Taylor’s career scholars have been fascinated by Taylor’s homiletical method, an 
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interest which eventually led to an invitation by Yale University Divinity School to 
deliver the Lyman Beecher Lectures on Preaching.
42
 
 Gardner Taylor’s first book, How Shall They Preach, was published from his 
Lyman Beecher Lectures at Yale University.  In the years since delivering the 
Beecher Lectures, numerous books of sermons, stories, interviews, and lectures of 
Taylor’s were published. However, the Beecher Lectures remains Taylor’s only 
extended self-analysis concerning his beliefs about preaching.  Moreover, the lectures 
were written specifically for presentation at Yale and were not presented again in any 
other setting. Therefore, How Shall They Preach is Taylor’s only attempt at what 
approximates a monograph; its subject preaching, the primary professional duty of a 
pastor.
43
   
  Established by Henry W. Sage of Brooklyn in 1871 with an endowment of ten 
thousand dollars, The Beecher Lectures are considered to be among the most 
prestigious lectures on preaching given in an academic institution. The lecture series 
was named in honor of Lyman Beecher (1775-1863), a nationally-known pastor and, 
later, president of Lane Theological Seminary in Cincinnati, Ohio. Beecher was 
surpassed in notoriety first by his son, Henry Ward Beecher, a well-known national 
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lecturer, evangelist and long-time pastor of Plymouth Congregational Church whom 
historian Debbie Applegate called “the most famous preacher in the land.” Later, 
Beecher’s daughter, Harriet Beecher Stowe, came to notoriety and international 
acclaim by some as the author of the best-selling abolitionist novel Uncle Tom’s 
Cabin, the riveting account of slavery during the nineteenth century.
44
  
 Henry H. Mitchell and Gardner Taylor were invited to deliver the Lyman 
Beecher Lectures on Preaching at Yale University. Taylor and Mitchell discussed 
their joint invitation and committed to decline lecturing together, but agreed to do so 
separately.  Mitchell indicated that neither he nor Taylor liked the appearance that two 
persons of African descent were needed to complete a task most often done by one 
person.  Moreover, Taylor had recently delivered the Luccock Lecture at Yale, named 
for one of its distinguished faculty members, Dr. Harold Luccock. The fact that James 
H. Robinson, an African-American Presbyterian minister who pastored New York 
City’s Church of the Master, delivered the 1954 lecture series and on two occasions 
prior to Mitchell and Taylor’s invitation more than one person had delivered the 
lecture series were known to both men. Still, the notion troubled them. Eventually, 
Mitchell and Taylor received new invitations to deliver the 1973 lectures and 1975 
lecture series respectively.
45
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 Taylor determined to read every available Beecher Lecture.  Halfway through 
his reading of nearly 70 presentations found at Union Theological Seminary in New 
York City or in his own possession, Taylor began writing his series of lectures titled 
How Shall They Preach. The first lecture, The Presumptuousness of Preaching, 
explores the preacher as the selected instrument of delivering a divine message.  
Noting that what is communicated is a message of divine grace and love, Taylor 
highlights the oddity that “the person who preaches is in need himself or herself of the 
message which the preacher believes he or she is ordained to utter.” Preachers whom 
Taylor feels are so often “tempted to vanity” are to empathize with everyday 
experiences of people because they are participants “in the grandeur and sordidness of 
human experience. Such a one must become those to whom he or she preaches.
46
 
Taylor closes the lecture by referencing Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s idea of 
“specificity.” According to Taylor, there is a great difference between viewing God as 
“high and lifted up” as opposed to a God who is “geography bound and time 
capsulated,” Taylor continued, “for this specificity risk that contempt which is born of 
familiarity and that suspicion which is associated with what is merely flesh and blood. 
The preacher then bears tidings of another world impinging upon this sphere of flesh 
and blood.”  Thus, the preacher is responsible for proclaiming that God entered  earth 
by way of Christ and that God’s presences interacts with all human activity, whether 
those events are viewed as good or bad.
47
  
Taylor argues in his lecture The Presumptuousness of Preaching that clergy 
who preach are at best unworthy vessels who submit themselves to divine service. 
Each preacher contends with the weighty nature of public leadership often 
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succumbing to grand self-assessment while being a conduit of God’s message that 
grace is available in every human circumstance. Therefore, Taylor contends that 
preachers, though in great need of God’s favor, must simultaneously herald God’s 
active presence.  
 The second lecture in the series The Foolishness of Preaching wrestles with 
the prospect of preaching as an inadequate way to communicate Christian faith.  
Taylor began by telling of his sojourn to preaching in South African during apartheid, 
admitting an ambiguity about his assignment, saying “a more or less painful 
uncertainty about the value and point of going all the way to the bottom of the African 
continent to preach.” Taylor’s admission underscores the uncertain nature of 
persuasive speech. Taylor continues by suggesting that literature, sculpture, or 
paintings may be better forms of communication given that each may be thoroughly 
defined and reviewed over long periods of time.  Instead, preachers use “the uttered 
word, so fragile and so tenuous, the principal carrier of so precious a cargo as that 
incalculable love…”48 
 The power of the preacher resides in the message being delivered.  Taylor 
explains, “The Power and pathos of the preach are to be found not in volume of voice 
or those patently contrived tremors of tone preachers sometimes affect but in 
passionate avowals which are passionate because they have gotten out of the written 
word and into the preacher’s own heart….” In Taylor’s opinion, the message 
proclaimed is its own power source. 
49
 
 The lecture concludes with Taylor recalling the Book of Ezekiel, Chapter 37, 
otherwise known as ‘Dry Bones in the Valley,’ a favorite story in the African-
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American church. It tells of an enormous valley which had become a graveyard of dry 
bones. The prophet Ezekiel is asked if the bones can live and is told to preach to the 
bones. Ezekiel preached and the bones stood alive as an army. Taylor’s analogy urges 
preachers to preach especially in harsh conditions under the belief that the message of 
God has power in every situation. Taylor states, “Whenever one’s preaching lot is 
cast, there will be men and women long in captivity, their eyes unaccustomed to the 
light which belong to those who know the glorious liberty of the sons of God. ...they 
see the running feet of the courier and know by his garments that he is the King’s 
messenger.” 
 Taylor’s view of his profession includes a high degree of spiritual activity.  
The preacher is at first, a human being with inadequate gifts. Conversely, those who 
preach are given a message endowed with power to persuade because of its content.  
Taylor’s Dry Bones in the Valley analogy, portends the presence of a spiritual 
dynamic which occurs between the spoken word and listeners ears. As L. Susan Bond 
suggests, “Taylor’s intention is to create an experience of faith through preaching, not 
merely to discuss faith or to discuss the gospel. Preaching should embody faith, not 
just talk about faith according to the demands of historical, exegetical, or scientific 
methods. Preaching goes beyond an account of past-tense events to create within the 
congregation a present tense experience of grace.”50 
 Taylor’s third lecture, Building the Sermon, seeks to convey how preachers 
develop the content of their messages.  The Bible is viewed by Taylor as the primary 
source of sermons; however, other sources were cited as important. Taylor stated, 
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“Sermons are everywhere, for the critical encounter between God and his creation, 
and particularly his supreme creation humankind, is forever occurring world without 
end.” Therefore, preachers are observers of the world who draw from life experiences, 
writings, literature, music and nature to find inspiration for messages. Among these 
various influences, Taylor quotes theologian Kart Barth who envisioned the preacher 
as someone who has “the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other.” Taylor’s 
reference to Barth emphasizes the importance of marrying biblical principles with 
current events and life ongoing circumstances. 
51
 
 Another resource cited by Taylor as inspiration during sermon preparation is 
reading and listening to the preaching of great pulpit masters. Taylor’s suggested list 
includes African-American and European-American clergy:  Sandy F. Ray, Pastor of 
Cornerstone Baptist Church, Brooklyn, New York; L. K. Williams, pastor of Olivet 
Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois; Frederick W. Robertson, Brighton, England; 
Alexander Mclean, pastor of Union Chapel, Manchester, England; and L. K. Williams 
and J. H. Jackson, both of whom pastored Olivet Baptist Church, Chicago, Illinois.
52
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 Building the Sermon concludes with Taylor’s observation that preaching is 
also the product of one’s personality. Taylor quoted Phillips Brooks, one time pastor 
of Trinity Episcopal Church Boston and a former Beecher lecturer, who said that 
preaching is the delivery of “truth through personality.” By this, Brooks means that 
sermons are delivered by people who have personality traits, and life experiences such 
as “anguish” and physical maladies. Commenting about Martin Luther King’s, Jr.’s 
personality, Taylor said, “even in his lightest moments there seemed some darkly 
brooding element in his makeup: this pensiveness showed itself in the lifted, solemn, 
sometimes almost melancholy cadence of his pulpit oratory.”53  
 Taylor’s third lecture acknowledges that the Bible, everyday events, and life’s 
circumstances inspire sermons. Furthermore, preaching is shaped by a lineage of 
preachers who have ministered in past generations who have left an oratorical legacy 
from which new preachers may draw. Taylor contends that messages are delivered 
through preachers who have their own personality traits which color messages which 
make them unique to listeners, and each has experiences, including hardships which 
mold preachers who are, “poor humans bearing the interest in God in their plight.”54 
 The final lecture, preaching the Whole Counsel of God, contains Taylor’s view 
of preaching in adverse, harsh conditions and circumstances in which preachers lives 
may be threaten. Taylor encourages ministers to speak their religious convictions with 
“urgency” as if another opportunity to preach may not present itself. Taylor then 
spends considerable time motivating preachers to explore “the great corporate issues 
of our society-poverty, pollution, the international violence of war, anarchy, race…”  
In Taylor’s view, these are “national priorities.” The tone and tenor of Taylor’s 
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remarks lead one to conclude that his emphasis is not to exclude the gospel message 
of salvation from the whole counsel of God; rather ministers should attempt to include 
weighty issues of the human predicament within their proclamations.
55
 
 Taylor concluded the lecture by addressing the prerequisite to preaching about 
sensitive social issues: courage. A considerable section is dedicated to understanding 
courage within the context of the civil rights movement. Taylor extols the virtues of 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s leadership during the Montgomery Bus Boycott. Taylor 
noted that although King and his family’s lives had been threatened, King found 
strength in God at his kitchen table, “experiencing the presence of the Divine as he 
had never experienced him before.” Taylor’s lecture acknowledges the difficulty of 
addressing challenging issues. Conversely, the lecture calls ministers to draw strength 
from an otherworldly power. As the prophet Ezekiel “sat where others sat,” Taylor 
implores clergy to believe they are “surrogates of a gospel which has explored the 
secret places of the human hear, which has sounded the depths of the human 
predicament.”56  
 The Whole Counsel of God reveals Taylor’s deepest convictions about his 
preaching. Preaching must include all areas of human experience and difficulty in 
their preaching. L. Susan Bond contends that Taylor does not advocate preaching 
which takes “explicitly political positions.” Bond notes Taylor’s articulated position 
that “preachers must consider political issues to be subject to theological reflection.” 
Therefore, sensitive social issues exist within Taylor’s theological framework and 
find expression in his proclamation. Taylor states, “the preacher has no warrant to 
speak to our social ills save in the light of God’s judgment and God’s grace.”  Those 
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who proclaim do so with courage, empowered by God, believing it is their 
responsibility to speak in the space where their parishioners exist. Taylor elaborates 
upon these points by using the issues of race, justice and civil rights to illustrate their 
importance.
57
   
 An important example illustrating how Taylor speaks about                                                                                                                          
political issues in light of biblical teachings may be found in his address to the 
American Baptist Convention in Cincinnati, Ohio in 1958. During the convention’s 
closing session in which he preached on The Elements of Evangelism, Taylor 
remarked on the use of speech by Christians and others in regard to democracy.  
Taylor noted a recent incident in which Vice President Nixon was attacked in 
Venezuela. While there, Nixon had many insults leveled at him, including “Little 
Rock” which referred to the 1957 struggle to integrate Central High School in Little 
Rock, Arkansas. Taylor said, 
  
“At the same time, we should have so borne ourselves in this 
land that even our enemies would have been unable to hurl the 
words, “Little Rock” in the teeth of the vice president of our 
republic. We should have so carried ourselves that not even our 
enemies could have accused us of supporting dictators and 
taking sides with the fat and rich against the starving and poor 
in Latin America. We are engulfed by a great, dark tidal wave 
of black and brown and yellow humanity-the majority peoples 
of the earth in numbers today, but tomorrow, perhaps, in skills 
also, and we have not been able to convince them that we are 
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sincere, Christian, democratic. Our deficiency is stark before 
us.” 
 
 The aforementioned example demonstrates Taylor’s method of engaging non-
white audiences on the issue of race, a method used throughout his career and how his 
preaching style incorporates many themes in those efforts to address civil rights 
issues. Taylor weaves together recent events, civil rights issues, and Christian 
principles into one fabric of social and civic responsibility. By doing so, Taylor 
connects Christian social principles and civil rights, creating a space where his 
message may be heard, in this case to a predominately-white American Baptist 
Convention.
58
 
 Taylor’s Lyman Beecher Lecturers demonstrate a firm principle of his 
vocation as a minister who preaches salvation through Jesus Christ. Moreover, 
Taylor’s preaching, although heavily influenced by various sources, is deeply rooted 
in scriptural references. However, Taylor understands his role as a civil and social 
leader to be an extension of his vocational calling. Upon examining the list of 
preachers Taylor suggests as role models for preaching, one may note that he admires 
the preaching of those who include matters of race and social justice. Moreover, in 
Preaching the Whole Counsel of God, Taylor devotes part of his lecture to connecting 
proclamations about Jesus Christ with the social and civil rights themes of scripture as 
embodied in the Montgomery Bus Boycott and the contributions of Martin Luther 
King, Jr.  Indeed, Taylor’s inclusion of civil rights as an example of preaching the 
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entire Christian message reflects, as Carrietta Jackson notes, “social justice activism is 
at the forefront of Taylor’s preaching. 59  
W. E. B. DuBois observes in his seminal work The Souls of Black Folk that 
the Negro preacher fashioned by American slavery and birthed on southern 
plantations is an embodiment of those who functioned as chiefs and priests in Africa.  
The Priest  or Medicine man, wrote DuBois, was the “chief remaining institution” 
among enslaved Americans “…who found his function as the healer of the sick 
interpreter of the Unknown, the comforter of the sorrowing, the supernatural avenger 
of wrong, and the one who rudely but picturesquely expressed the longing, 
disappointment, and resentment of a stolen, and oppressed people. Thus, as bard, 
physician, judge, and priest, within the narrow limits allowed by the slave system rose 
the Negro preacher…”  Taylor views himself in this fashion as one who preaches the 
gospel, but must also attend the human needs of those to whom he ministers.
60
 
 In many respects, DuBois’s understanding of the role of African-American 
preachers may be observed at present. Princeton Theological Seminary professor 
Cleophus J. LaRue draws upon a similar understanding of the role of African-
American preaching when he describes the distinctiveness of Black preaching by 
using five domains which shape the hermeneutics of African-American preaching: 
personal piety, care of the soul, social justice, corporate concerns, and maintenance of 
the institutional church. LaRue listed social justice among these shapers of 
interpretive thought in part because “Racial justice defined as equal treatment of the 
races, has been the most prominent component of the social justice domain in black 
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experience.” Taylor’s inclusion of civil rights activity is not an exception within 
African-American experience; it is the rule. Moreover, throughout his ministry 
Taylor’s preaching has been seasoned by what LaRue notes as “formative influences” 
which is the unique cultural and “social situation in which blacks find themselves in 
America.”61 
 Preaching is Taylor’s primary tool for social change; a method shaped, framed 
and utilized within the framework of African-American religious and social 
experience. Being influenced by the environment in which one develops as a 
clergyman and conducts one’s ministry is not exclusive to Taylor; it is common 
among clergy. However, Taylor’s sermonic method which relies heavily on use of 
beautiful language is paired with inherited notions about proclamation and Taylor’s 
particular life experiences.  Bond says of Taylor’s amalgamating of words, tradition 
and experience serve as a unique example of African-American preaching during the 
Civil Rights movement.
62
  
Moreover, Taylor’s ability to synthesize his gifts, oratorical influences, life 
experiences and philosophy of prophetic ministry enhanced his ability to 
communicate the gospel of civil rights. Jerry M. Carter, Jr., writing about Taylor’s 
ability to create a space, in which the gospel may be experienced through prophetic 
preaching, quotes Taylor: “Genuine prophetic preaching does not bring issues to bear 
up Scriptures; it brings Scripture to bear up on issues. The cause of a race, political 
party, or church cannot color the way the prophet sees the Word of God.” Carter 
explains, “It is the Word which stands over and above whatever these entities purport. 
Therefore, Taylor engages in prophetic preaching with a boldness baptized in 
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humility. This is not because of fear of repercussions, but as to avoid 
presumptuousness in the pulpit.” Thus, Taylor convinced that Biblical principles are 
beneficial for society utilizes his oratorical skills to further causes of the long 
American Civil Rights movement.  Taylor’s method is effective, other preachers and 
civil rights workers admired his abilities and sought to emulate him; the most notable 
among them Martin Luther King, Jr.
63
  
 Martin Luther King, Jr., had a number of theological and homiletical 
influences including the western intellectual tradition as represented by the 
“Evangelical Liberalism of George W. Davis, the Social Gospelism of Walter 
Rauschenbusch, and the Personalism of Edgar S. Brightman and L. Harold DeWolf,” 
of white American preachers such as Riverside Church’s Harry Emerson Fosdick. 
Rieder notes that those white theologians who influenced King were a part of the 
same theological school of thought, “imbibed at Oberlin” by Taylor and King’s 
predecessor at Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, Alabama. However, as 
Keith Miller suggests, “Though systematically scorned, ignored, patronized, or 
dismissed by most King researchers and most other students of religion, African-
American folk religion shaped King more than any other influence.” Moreover, the 
molding of King by the African-American tradition includes influences on King’s 
preaching.
64
  
                                                          
63
 Jerry M. Carter, Jr., The Audible Sacrament: The Sacramentality of Gardner C. Taylor’s Preaching 
(Ph.D. diss., Drew University, 2007) p. 95.  
 
64
 Baldwin, There is a Balm in Gilead, pp. 277, 326; Frederick L. Downing, To See the Promised Land: 
The Faith Pilgrimage of Martin Luther King, Jr. (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1986) pp. 166-173; 
Jonathan Rieder, The Word of the Lord is Upon Me: The Righteous Performance of Martin Luther King, 
Jr. (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2008) p. 276;  Keith D. 
Miller, Martin Luther King, Jr. and the Black Folk Pulpit in John A. Kirk, ed., Martin Luther King, Jr and 
the Civil rights Movement (Houndmills, Basingstoke, Hampshire: Palgrave MacMillian) p. 72; Baldwin,  
There is a Balm in Gilead, p. 277. 
 
Page | 220 
 
  Martin Luther King, Sr., father of King, Jr. was his primary example of 
preaching and the African-American folk tradition. King’s other influences as a 
preacher, William Holmes Borders, Sandy Ray and, to some degree, Benjamin E. 
Mays, president of Morehouse College, provided King with a sense of how education 
and culture might propel him to becoming a master preacher. However, Taylor’s 
pulpit work, as Jonathan Rieder notes, admired because of   “…synthesis of intellect 
and passion…” and “drew King to such masters of the craft as Gardner Taylor…” 
Mervyn A. Warren contends, “…foremost among full-time pastor-preacher models 
who mirrored the ideal was Gardner C. Taylor of Brooklyn’s Concord Baptist 
Church.” 65 
 King adopted Taylor’s understanding of the role of a minister in society, 
theological tenets concern preaching and its purpose in both pastoral and prophetic 
roles.  A primary task of preaching is that it is prophetic when deemed appropriate 
thus becoming the preacher’s primary tool for social change.  King viewed Taylor, 
Mays, Ray, Borders and others as inheritors of the prophetic tradition within African- 
American culture and wanted to be a part of its continuation.   
 Baldwin suggests that King’s service as minister may be understood within the 
framework of Pastor, Priest, and Prophet. Regarding the prophetic role, Baldwin 
quotes two statements made by King. The first comment was made during a 1965 
interview with local newscasters in Los Angeles, CA:  
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I’m the pastor of a church and in that role I have a priestly 
function as well as a prophetic function, and in the prophetic 
role I must constantly speak to the moral issues of our day far 
beyond civil rights.
66
  
 
 A month later, during a separate television interview on Face 
the Nation broadcast by CBS, King said:  
 
I happen to be a minister of the Gospel and I take that ministry 
very seriously, and in that capacity I have not merely a priestly 
function but a prophetic function, and I must ever seek to bring 
the great principles of our Judeo-Christian heritage to bear on 
the social evils of our day.
67
  
 
 King understood his role as a minister to be one with a prophetic function. 
Just as Taylor addressed social concerns in his Yale lecture, The Whole Counsel of 
God, as an indistinguishable part of the minister’s duties, so too did King embrace the 
same notion. Keith D. Miller’s study of King’s writing and preaching notes Taylor as 
a key King mentor. In response to Miller’s inquiry on the relationship between 
preaching and society, Taylor said that the sermonizing he heard as a boy presented a 
“blurring” of social and personal, “an indistinguishable mixture of earthly and 
heavenly liberation.” Individual and social needs along with human and spiritual 
concerns were blended as a result of the times. Those born to speak during these times 
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found their voice within a universe of prophets. King accepted his place among this 
assembly as an inheritor of prophetic tradition - one passed on to him by his mentors 
that included Gardner Taylor. Therefore King was one in a lineage of clergy as were 
Old Testament “prophets of the Eight Century B. C.,” who addressed social 
concerns.
68
 
Although Taylor played a role in Martin Luther King, Jr.’s embrace of the 
prophetic tradition found in African-American churches, Taylor’s influence on King’s 
model of preaching is more pronounced.  Duke University theologian Richard Lischer 
wrote of Taylor’s preaching and how his methods and style influenced King:  
 
 “Taylor’s influence on King was pervasive but difficult 
to document. Benjamin May’s phrases turn up in King’s 
sermons, but by most account Taylor was his model of the ideal 
preacher. His was the grand style to which King and many 
preachers of his generation aspired but never quite attained. If 
such style can be acquired only through drill, as the Greek 
rhetoricians had taught, Taylor nevertheless managed to pull it 
off without a hint of practiced art. If, as Aristotle said, the great 
speaker must appear to be a good and competent man, Taylor 
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seemed to have forsaken appearances for the Good itself. 
Taylor was one of the few who could generate passion while 
retaining his composure. To King, he was an example of John 
Chrysostom’s observation: his is a rare preacher who can move 
the masses without losing his soul.
69
 
 
King’s artful, poetic, yet substantive style is modeled on Taylor’s “grand 
nineteenth-century Victorian style,” but altered to accommodate King’s particularly 
woven creative genius. Rieder expounds upon this point by suggesting that all of 
King’s mentors, particularly of Gardner Taylor, had fashioned “their own blend of 
polish and passion, the ethnic and universal.” In doing so, each brought to bear other 
qualities and purposes for ministry and social justice, particularly when advancing the 
cause of civil rights among America’s white majority.70  
 Miller stated that in the mid-twentieth century, progressive white 
congregations, universities, and organizations such as the Chicago Sunday Evening 
Club opened their pulpits and platforms to “well-educated black academics and 
pastors. By embracing a more oratorical, substantive style, a space was created where 
sharing a biblical message, often one inseparable from social justice, was possible.  
What King learned from Taylor, Mays, Borders and other mentors is that the method 
by which one communicates a message of social correction is just as important as the 
message itself. Both style and substance, Jerry Carter suggests “creates a space” in 
which the message can take place. Equipped with tools of engagement, Taylor and 
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other mentors, says Rieder, “did not enter white settings just to mingle and make 
nice,” but rather to share the reconciling message of social justice, integration and 
civil rights. King was baptized by Taylor and his other mentors into a school of 
prophets tasked with proclaiming a gospel of salvation and equality to all races.
71
   
 There are many keys one needs to open the door of understanding to Dr. 
Martin Luther King, Jr. However, if one does not comprehend the significance of 
Taylor’s influence on King, it will be virtually impossible to discover the foundational 
truths concerning King’s powerful oratorical delivery. In 1979, Time magazine asked 
an unusual and interesting question about American sermonizing in the article 
American Preaching: A Dying Art?  The article answered, “Seven star preachers 
suggest the end is not in sight.” Time investigated the nature of the preaching moment 
- a moment in worship experienced by tens of millions every week - and sought to 
discover what makes a great sermon. Seven preachers were selected as great examples 
who met the requirement of being local church pastor. It also excluded celebrated 
preachers and TV evangelist such as Billy Graham. Gardner Taylor was listed among 
those who were seven. Of Taylor’s preaching, Time and those who were interviewed 
said, “Taylor’s voice is deep and apparently inexhaustible.” “He has a gift for the 
short and sharp descriptive phrase.” When speaking of the Apostle Paul appearing, he 
once said, “a deformed wanderer with the label of Tarsus on his baggage.” In 
conclusion, Time bestowed a compliment that unwittingly became, in many quarters, 
the most widely-used appellation for Taylor: “he is widely regarded with justice as the 
dean of the nation’s black preachers.” It is a designation that is still in use.72     
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Conclusion: The Color of Autumn 
 
 The conclusion seeks to review several of Taylor’s accomplishments during 
the final years of his service as Pastor of Concord Baptist Church and major activities 
during his retirement. In addition, an assessment is made of his contributions to social 
justice and how Taylor’s legacy of service survives.                                                                                                                            
 Gardner Taylor became concerned about the availability of affordable housing 
in Brooklyn, particularly for senior citizens unable to cope with raising property 
values and increasing rental fees.  After accessing various options, Concord purchased 
the apartment building located at 375 Putnam Avenue next to its sanctuary. It was 
here that the church established the Concord Senior Citizen Housing. Through an 
application process, low income seniors are given access to 30 residential units. The 
ongoing project was formed by a housing cooperation controlled by Concord Baptist 
Church in partnership with the United States Department of Housing and Urban 
Development.
1
   
In its first acknowledgement of great African-American preaching in nearly 30 
years, Ebony celebrated America’s 15 Greatest Black Preachers. Gardner Taylor was 
listed among them. Receiving so many honors caused Taylor to be concerned about 
what legacy he would leave. Often Taylor has spoken about how preachers and 
preaching, perhaps thinking of himself, are soon forgotten, and even those who lead 
the construction of great buildings are forgotten by succeeding generations.
2
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By 1987, Taylor began to think in particular about his legacy in Brooklyn and 
considered what final enduring project of significance could be undertaken before his 
tenure as leader of Concord Church ended. The project came to be known as The 
Christfund.  Taylor’s plan called for raising one million dollars to establish a 
foundation charged with making grants to community organizations. This successful 
fundraising campaign was the first such fund to be established by an African-
American congregation. Grants are announced during Concord’s annual celebration of 
Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.’s birthday.  As of 2014, over one million dollars in grants 
have been distributed.
3
 
 Taylor began preaching verse by verse through the Book of Revelation. As 
Taylor’s sermon series continued, he began to feel that his tenure as Pastor was 
drawing to a close. Taylor announced his retirement and, with the cooperation of the 
church board, Concord began the process of selecting a new Senior Pastor. Clearly, 
Taylor preferred that a minister with ties to Concord become his successor.  Current 
and former assistants Johnnie Skinner, now pastoring in Tennessee, Fredrick C. 
Ennette, Gary V. Simpson, Cleophus J. LaRue were among those considered.  A host 
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of resumes’ from more prominent clergy arrived in due course including submissions 
from Charles E. Booth, Columbus, Ohio, James C. Perkins, Detroit, MI and New 
York City Pastor and later State Department official and Ambassador (Obama 
Administration), Susan Johnson Cook.
4
   
 Cook, Booth, Perkins and Simpson were first interviewed and then invited to 
preach at Concord. LaRue proved to be a more challenging candidate. LaRue had 
recently been admitted to the PhD program in Homiletics at Princeton Theological 
Seminary where he was a Master of Divinity student. With several years of successful 
experience as a pastor in Texas, possessed with the ability to speak Spanish, and 
gifted at playing musical instruments, LaRue seemed a likely, if not favored 
successor. Ultimately, LaRue declined to apply in order to complete his academic 
goals. Taylor would not take no for an answer and called LaRue himself, informing 
him that his resume’ had been given to the committee. LaRue’s resume’ from his 
application for field education at Concord, submitted a few years before, and after 
LaRue became a staff member, was still on file.  Out of respect for Dr. Taylor, LaRue 
met with the committee only to inform them that his mind was made up; he pursued a 
PhD.
5
 
 When the pastoral election was held, Ennette, current staff member of 
Concord, and Simpson, who had resigned as a staff minister less than six months prior 
to become Senior Pastor at Calvary Baptist Church in Morristown, New Jersey, were 
on the ballot. Simpson won the church vote, garnering approximately 50.1 percent of 
                                                          
4
 Concord Baptist Church, Pulpit Committee Files, The Papers of Gardner C. Taylor, Unpublished.  
 
5
 Interview, Cleophus J. LaRue, December 3, 2009; Concord Baptist Church, Pulpit Committee Files, 
The Papers of Gardner C. Taylor, Unpublished. 
 
Page | 229 
 
the vote.  Nevertheless, Simpson, 27 years old, became pastor of one of America’s 
most well-known churches.
6
   
 With only nine days remaining as Senior Pastor of Concord, Taylor had one 
last honor bestowed upon him. South African activist Nelson Mandela had recently 
been released from prison after 27 years. Mandela traveled to several countries, 
advocating for an end to apartheid. While visiting the United States, James A. Forbes, 
pastor of Riverside Church, invited Mandela to speak at the prestigious upper west-
side cathedral.  Taylor was asked to introduce him. Once arrested for protesting South 
Africa’s apartheid policies, Taylor was eager to meet Mandela and honored to 
introduce him. Taylor said in his introduction that Mandela was “the true leader of 
South Africa, certified by his own integrity, ratified by the blood of countless South 
African slaughtered in freedom’s cause and confirmed by people of decency 
everywhere.” Taylor said of the experience, “It was incredible - I could feel the 
audience.” He continued, “I thought there is no better way to end a career.”7 
  Once retired as Senior Pastor of Concord Baptist Church, Taylor commenced 
upon another era in life. “I never wanted to stay too long,” were the words Taylor 
used to indicate his realization that continuing ministry in another forum served 
himself and others best. New York Times reporter Donatella Lorch notes Taylor 
vowed not to preach in Brooklyn for 6 months, “in order to allow the Reverend Gary 
Simpson some room.” One of Taylor’s goals after retiring from Concord Baptist 
Church was helping young ministers avoid the pitfalls of ministry. Of his tenure as an 
activist, Taylor stated how slow change seemed to come and that he had “decided to 
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go the quieter route of putting race on the America agenda of consciousness.”  
Assessing Taylor’s record of activism, as a model for other members of the clergy in 
terms of education, health care and housing, Lorch uniquely labeled Taylor’s 
accomplishments as “quiet activism,” a phrase Gardner Taylor appreciated, but later 
commented, “I don’t know how quiet it was!”8  
 Following his retirement, Taylor continued preaching across America.  Taylor 
maintained a full calendar, often keeping him on the road continuously for two to 
three weeks at a time. He received numerous honors from churches, universities, civic 
groups and denominations including the double honor of having Marcy Avenue in 
Brooklyn renamed Gardner C. Taylor Boulevard and being the only living person so 
honored in the history of New York City.
9
   
 Taylor also continued teaching the art of preaching at three schools beginning 
with Princeton Theological Seminary 1992-1994; New York Theological Seminary, 
2003-2006; and Shaw University Divinity School, 2006.  Most of Taylor’s teaching 
focused on methods of preaching, but Taylor used every opportunity to lecture about 
social concerns. In doing so, Taylor sought to convince others to preach about social 
justice issues.
10
   
 Ebony Magazine surveyed religious scholars and members of its One Hundred 
Most Influential Black Americans, and former members of its greatest preachers list 
for nominations to its 1993 Fifteen Greatest Black Preachers list. Once again, Taylor 
received the largest number of ballots. Less than 10 years prior, Ebony had published 
a list of great preachers. This list seems to function as a changing of the guard in 
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African-American preaching from senior statesmen like Taylor and Samuel DeWitt 
Proctor to a new generation of preachers almost all of whom are social justice 
activists. 
11
   
 Kenneth L. Woodward asked an interesting question in his 1996 Newsweek 
article, “Heard Any Good Sermons Lately?” Woodward seeks to discover the place of 
preaching in the late 20
th
 century and used recently-gathered information to suggest 
some of the best preachers in America, with Gardner C. Taylor among them. Baylor 
University in Waco, Texas polled homiletics professors, asking them for qualities 
associated with effective preaching. Responses were compiled and grouped into seven 
categories. A second survey was mailed seeking nominations for the most effective 
preachers based those categories.  Three hundred and forty-one seminary professors 
and editors of religious periodicals responded to the survey nominating 1,548 
preachers. Newsweek’s article listed the Top 12 preachers in the English speaking 
world including Gardner Taylor. It is remarkable that Taylor is cited for his preaching 
gifts, but also for the fact that so much of his preaching has been prophetic on matters 
of race and justice. Taylor’s selection validated his efforts toward a society based on 
equality.
12
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 Although Taylor survived nearly all of his contemporaries, he continued to 
cultivate friendships with leaders of recent generations, chief among them is Vernon 
E. Jordan, Jr. an American civil rights leader and investment banker. On May 29, 
1980, while president of the National Urban League; Jordan was shot in a murder 
attempt. Gravely wounded, friends asked Gardner Taylor to visit him at New York 
Hospital. There began an enduring friendship that has grown closer over the years. 
Jordan has said, “Hardly a week goes by that we do not speak with one another.”13 
 In 1992, Jordan’s friend William Jefferson Clinton was elected President of 
the United States. As is custom, the President holds a prayer service prior to the 
inauguration ceremony. Clinton chose Vernon Jordan’s church, Metropolitan African 
Methodist Episcopal (AME) Church, pastored by William Devoe in Washington, D.C. 
as the location. Fredrick Douglass, the 19
th
 century abolitionist, had been a member. 
The church continues to drape Douglas’s former seat in his honor.  The preacher for 
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the occasion: Gardner C. Taylor. Jordan does not take credit for Taylor participation, 
but Taylor is sure he is responsible for his invitation.
14
  
 Taylor’s message Facing the Facts with Faith, was seen by millions. Using 
the biblical story of the Good Samaritan, Taylor wove humor, theology, and the 
concept of democracy to create statement on American life that had not be heard seen 
on United States Television.  Taylor said: 
   
  We are here to establish before the world that people can be 
brought together. And that highest and most difficult 
undertaking that can be known to the community of men and 
women can take place that people can govern themselves. This 
is the American proposition in history.
15
 
 
A few lines in Taylor’s message caught the attention of President Clinton: “On this 
fateful day, we enter springtime, we believe, of new beginnings. There may be spring 
rains and storms, but it is spring time in America.”  Clinton’s reaction to Taylor’s 
words was one of deep appreciation. He paid Taylor a high compliment by borrowing 
a pen from his wife, Hillary, and having the words added to his Inauguration speech. 
Years later, Taylor said he was “gratified” by the use of his line. The President wrote 
to Taylor in appreciation for his sermon. Clinton invited Taylor to give the 
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benediction at his second inauguration in 1997. Taylor also received the Medal of 
Freedom from President Clinton on August 9, 2000.
16
   
 Although Taylor continued to be honored for his accomplishments, he faced 
personal challenges later in life. On February 3, 1995, wife Laura Bell Taylor decided 
to visit with one her friends who lived nearby. She had taken that path many times 
over the years.  While crossing a street in Brooklyn’s Crown Heights' neighborhood, 
she was struck by a New York City Sanitation truck. Earlier in the day, Dr. Taylor 
had left for an out of town preaching engagement, but quickly returned that evening. 
She never regained consciousness. She died at King’s Country Hospital a week 
later.
17
  
 Those who knew Taylor in 1995 have a difficult time describing his mood 
following his wife’s death. Complete sorrow, anguish, and despair may only begin to 
label his many emotions. When asked to describe Taylor’s state of being, Jordan 
responded in a sorrowful tone, “You would have to ask him.” A throng of people 
supported him, many prayed for him. President Clinton sent a hand-written note 
saying, “It is God who sees us through.” Yet Taylor literally asked God to take him. 
Until this day, he can barely hold back his tears when asked to speak about Laura. 
Slowly he came to himself, started to preach again and eventually married Phillis 
Strong, a longtime member of Concord Baptist Church who praises him for the 
discipline he demonstrated Sunday after Sunday.
18
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 One of the ironic highlights of Taylor career was an invitation he received in 
2001. William J. Shaw, pastor of White Rock Baptist Church, Philadelphia, PA and 
President of the National Baptist Convention, U.S.A., inaugurated a preaching hour 
during the Annual Session where one of American’s great preachers would address 
the convention. All other meetings were required to pause, creating a potential 
audience of 10,000 to 15,000 people. Gardner Taylor accepted the invitation to be the 
first speaker. Ironically, the program is named the J. H. Jackson & C.A.W. Clark 
Preaching Hour.  
 National Baptist Convention, USA delegates convened at the Target Center in 
Minneapolis, Minnesota. The irony was not lost to Taylor or anyone present. Taylor 
noted that it was his first time speaking at his former convention home in 40 years. 
During his preliminary remarks, Taylor mentioned that his father had been present 
when the convention split in 1915.  He himself was present at the next split in 1961. 
He thought he should call Dr. Shaw to ask, “Are you sure you want me to come?” 
Taylor’s sermon, Three Trees of Salvation History, was moving. Shaw invited Taylor 
be server at the next year’s June Sunday School Congress meeting where he spoke for 
three days in a row.
19
   
 By 2005, the Taylors moved to Raleigh, North Carolina Phillis Taylor has 
relatives.  One morning at breakfast, Taylor looked outside and said, “Nature is 
painted leaves with its autumn colors.” In many ways, Taylor’s statement is a 
metaphor for his life since moving to Raleigh, not as bright with activity as it once 
was but still colorful. Due to increasing difficulty walking and standing, Taylor 
discontinued flying, later limited his schedule to engagements within a short driving 
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distance, then only local small churches. Moreover, Taylor was concerned about 
preaching at a level below that which he had been accustomed.  
However, Taylor taught classes at Shaw Divinity School for 3 years and 
occasionally attended a class studying his homiletical methods taught by friend and 
caretaker, Dr. Reginald High. Taylor continued preaching via pen by assisting with 
completing the six-volume series The Words of Gardner Taylor Series and permitted 
publication of Faith in the Fire, a collection containing many of his sayings and 
several sermons. Furthermore, The Washington Post created a new section about 
religion titled On Faith edited by author Jon Meacham to which he occasionally 
contributed. Many of Taylor’s articles were incorporated into chapters of Faith in the 
Fire. 
 Gardner C. Taylor has led a long, eventful and meaningful life. Although his 
life is filled with diverse personal, social, intellectual, and athletic activity, the focus 
of this dissertation has been his contribution to American civil rights and social 
justice. Indeed, much can be learned about Taylor’s personal history, but substantive 
knowledge concerning the lives and activity of civil rights leaders including but not 
limited to northern activists may be gleaned from his history.  
A study of Taylor’s life reveals something about how civil rights leaders 
develop. Are activists born or made? The answer to that question, as observed in 
Taylor’s life, is mixed. Taylor was a product of his environment and thus inherited 
traits associated with his surroundings. It is also true that Taylor was born with gifts 
that he chose to develop greatly benefiting him along his life’s journey.   
Taylor was born to Washington Monroe Taylor, who was a nationally known 
clergyman and convention officer and Selina Taylor who poured upon him all the 
affection a mother of her means could bestow. Through his mother, Taylor, an 
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intelligent but average student - a least until his college years - received an education 
and ongoing financial support which made his early ministry and travel possible. His 
father, though passing shortly before Taylor celebrated his thirteenth birthday, 
bequeathed a ministerial legacy that bound him to people of influence and gave him 
entree into the upper echelons National Baptist Convention hierarchy and in turn into 
multiracial, multidenominational and international platforms.  
Taylor’s first years and later pastorates in Louisiana occurred during 
segregation in Louisiana. Moreover, with his participation in voter registration, 
equalization of teacher pay, equality in employment practices, Taylor found his most 
defining social principle.  The question of race never escaped him and perhaps with 
the exception of belief in Jesus Christ, became the most defining characteristic of his 
faith and practice. In many ways, Taylor’s preaching, political life, denominational 
work, writing, public and private social action have been an effort to address the 
issues of race through his understand of the Christian faith with a view to rectify its 
wrongs. Writing about race in The Pulpit Speaks on Race Taylor said of this issue 
central to his life: 
 
Prejudice and bigotry produce prejudice and bigotry. The 
church’s supreme consideration must be that such hatred of 
people, for whatever reason, and most especially on the basis 
that they are physically different from us, offends heaven and 
shuts out so many from God. This is the ultimate danger in any 
sin and makes race hate eligible for consideration and concern 
by the church.
20 
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 Race, in Taylor’s view, is a central issue that should be addressed by 
Christian churches. Race is so indelibly cast as part of Taylor’s being that he has said 
that he does not “really” trust anyone if they are wrong on the question of race.20     
Taylor had a number of mentors who guided him on his understanding of race 
and Christian vocation, paving his way toward platforms that provided national and 
local opportunity for social justice. Each mentor provided a necessary mentorship 
ingredient.  J. A. Bacoates, Aunt Gert and Deacon Johnson were father figures who 
insured Taylor’s upbringing, Bacoates being principally responsible for Taylor’s 
matriculation at Oberlin School of Theology.  Louisiana civil rights activist A. L. 
Davis paved the way to Taylor’s second pastorate in New Orleans and entrée into 
social activism.  Marshall Shepard, Senior and W. J. Jernigan opened doors to 
national and international opportunities that undergirded an enduring career. Sandy F. 
Ray guided Taylor through Brooklyn and New York City religious life. Mayor Robert 
F. Wagner stared Taylor on a political career that made him Brooklyn’s most 
influence democratic African-American pastor. Vernon Jordan’s suggestion led to 
Taylor preaching the Inaugural Prayer Service for President William J. Clinton.  Wife 
Laura Bell Scott Taylor opened Taylor’s mind to previously unexperienced cultural 
and literary influences. Phillis S. Taylor, Taylor’s second wife, brought a devotion 
that sustained Taylor after tragic events and extended his public ministry by many 
years. 
        Taylor did not blossom into an influential preacher and civil rights activist 
overnight, but rather, he grew steadily into his roles, nurtured by the wisdom of 
others, sustained by the care of loved ones, shaped by tragedy, molded by shared 
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experiences, and fertilized by knowledge and a drive, for good or bad, to make a 
significant contribution in life.  As broad an influence as Taylor has, one admires him 
for taking advantage of opportunities.  However, one will never know what Taylor 
could have become had he not been mentored by others.  In many ways, Taylor is a 
product of the hopes and dreams of others in terms of his failures and successes.  
 Measuring Taylor’s success as an activist is complicated. As a local church 
leader, Taylor left a substance legacy as pastor of Concord Baptist Church consisting 
of community development, early school education, housing, foundational funding, 
social services and assistance programs. Impressive as these community services may 
be, Taylor’s first years were shadowed by the trial of a church structure destroyed by 
fire, his interest in politics, and civil work. Concord did become a remarkable 
institution beyond Taylor’s dreams, but only in later years after abandoning his 
interest in politics and aspirations in denominational life.  
 Taylor found success in fundraising for the civil rights movement, educational 
reform, serving as a prominent social justice spokesman and using political influence 
for the good of his community.  Moreover, Taylor’s ability to partner with churches, 
civil rights, and political leaders for social action and cross racial and denominational 
lines serves as a successful model of leadership. Nevertheless, Taylor’s energy- 
draining activity on multiple fronts serves as a warning about vocational priorities, 
especially among clergy who serve local congregations.  
Though he played a vital role in the Downstate Hospital campaign, Taylor 
must share in its failure to achieve its stated protest goals or organize a suitable 
method for achieving them. Taylor’s attempt to lead the National Baptist Convention, 
U.S.A. by becoming its president had mixed results. The Taylor Team’s campaign 
may be viewed negatively in that it failed to elect Taylor to denominational 
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leadership. However significant the plans of the Taylor Team, the failure to account 
for the intransigence of J. H. Jackson supporters, their willingness to take extreme 
measures to keep Jackson in office, and the validity of Jackson’s argument that 
constitutional changes to presidential tenure were illegal cost Taylor whatever chance 
he may have had at succeeding for himself and consequently, American civil rights. 
Conversely, one may view as positive the awareness of civil rights causes generated 
within the largest African- American organization and the creation of a new Baptist 
denomination “progressive in fact and action” that continues to be an advocate for 
social change.  
 In terms of Taylor’s standing as an effective advocate for civil rights, he may 
arguably be classed with successful civil rights leaders, particularly, those in Northern 
American communities.  Taylor’s sermons, writings, and speeches advanced the cause 
of social justice by motivating others and serving as a model of how to transform 
Christian principles into concrete action. Moreover, like Martin Luther King, Jr., 
Benjamin Elijah Mays, William Holmes Boarders and others, Taylor’s tempered yet 
forceful method of speech allowed him entrée to predominately white audiences 
where he successfully utilized an improvisatory intercultural homiletic.  
 A full assessment of Gardner Taylor’s legacy cannot be fully undertaken 
because at age 96, Taylor continues to make contributions, however small, to social 
justice causes.  Nonetheless, Taylor did embrace the traditional prophetic role played 
by African American ministers. Although some scholars observe a decline in social 
justice ministry, an increasing avoidance of difficult community issues and a trend 
toward more a more personally-driven pastoral ministry, Taylor provides an example 
of how one may serve church and community.  
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 Taylor’s ability to advocate for civil rights goals as a preacher are worth more 
study than this work will allow. Nevertheless, Taylor’s content is worth imitating by 
contemporary clergy with similar goals. However, Taylor’s style is rooted in the best 
attributes of the African-American preaching and a rich nineteenth century Victorian 
vocabulary. Given America’s numerous religious, cultural, and literary changes, 
speaking in a manner both regarded as outdated may not produce desired results. Yet, 
Taylor’s message that the Christian faith calls for changing society for humanity’s 
betterment resonates.  Taylor’s legacy of oratory will include an admonishment to 
challenge injustice during every age in a language society will understand, include a 
message based on truth and be a voice crying in the wilderness.
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Appendix Writings, Lectures, Sermons 
By Gardner Calvin Taylor 
 
Some Comments on Race Hate 
 
From The Pulpit Speaks on Race 
Alfred T. Davis, editor 
1965 
 
 
Then saith the woman of Samaria unto him, how is it that thou, being a Jew, 
askest drink of me, which am a woman of Samaria? For the Jews have no 
dealings with the Samarians. 
 
-John 4:9 
 
 
Race hate is an old and persistent disease in the bloodstream of society. It has 
divided Jew and Samaritan, Greek and barbarian, black American and white 
American. Race hate is not a one-way street. It infects the hater and the hated, since 
the hated learns to hate the hater. Prejudice and bigotry produce prejudice and bigotry. 
The church’s supreme consideration must be that such hatred of people, for whatever 
reason, and most especially on the basis that they are physically different from us, 
offends heaven and shuts out so many from God. This is the ultimate danger in any 
sin and makes race hate eligible for consideration and concern by the church. It may, 
rather it does, shut men from God. 
 This nearly happened in the well-known meeting of Jesus with the Samaritan 
woman. A long and bitter enmity had existed between Jews and Samaritans, who in 
truth had a common ancestry. The basis of the ancient rift had been religious but was 
also compounded with difference of race. When Jesus appeared at Jacob’s well with 
Mount Gerizim in the background, the woman of Samaria of whom he asked water 
was blinded by her prejudice. Now, let us leave out of the matter the divinity of our 
Lord. Even then we must say that force and thrust were in his words of wisdom and 
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insight, but race hatred blinded this woman to that wisdom and insight. He was full of 
compassion, and an infinite sympathy for people rested like a holy light upon his 
countenance. Again and again it is said in the New Testament by those who watched 
as he dealt with the people, “He was moved with compassion.” Bigotry blinded this 
Samaritan woman to the sight of that deep and pervasive sympathy which beamed 
forth from his face. There were in his voice the accents of conviction and tones of 
authority, so that people hearing him went away saying, “No man ever spoke like this 
man.” Race hatred deafened this woman’s ears to those notes of blessed assurance 
that sounded forth when he spoke. She said to him, “How is it that thou, being a Jew, 
askest drink of me, which am a woman of Samaria?” Bias of race blinded this 
woman’s eyes and deafened her ears. Such prejudice can prove fatal. 
 The pulpits of this land must point out that this hatred – this deep, angry, bitter 
animosity which we call racial prejudice – warps out thinking in this country and is a 
cancer eating at this nation’s vitals and dooming it to failure. In addition to the acts of 
hatred aimed at black men, there are depths of hatred and bitterness in the Negro 
community toward white America which would shock and shake this land if they 
could be plumbed and beheld.  
 The church of Jesus Christ might well bow its head in America, for it, North 
and South, led in promoting the ceremonies and rituals which institutionalized and 
shaped the contours of this evil. Kyle Haselden in The Racial Problem in Christian 
Perspective has pointed out that segregation in public facilities in this country goes 
back only to the 1870s and in many places only to the early 1900s, even in the South. 
This is true as far as the secular institutions are concerned, but in 1795 in New York 
City, in the John Street Methodist Church, free black men found so much 
embarrassment because of race that Peter Williams, a former slave who had 
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purchased his freedom, led the Negro members of that church forth to form the 
African Methodist Episcopal Zion Church. In Philadelphia at the turn of the century, 
Richard Allen, who started the A.M.E. Church, was pulled from his knees while 
praying in old St. George’s Church. In reality, the church set the pace, established the 
pattern, and provided for segregation in this country. For this the church must bow its 
head in shame. 
 At the same time, the gospel of Jesus Christ agitated and prodded and 
disturbed and distressed some Christians so much that they, black and white, made 
their protest, some in their own blood, against the evils of racism that existed and still 
exist in this country. John Brown, whose raid on Harper’s Ferry helped light the fires 
of civil conflict, was religiously motivated. On the side of the slaves, the gospel of 
Christ helped to motivate the uprisings of Denmark Vesey in Charleston, South 
Carolina, in 1822 and Nat Turner in Southampton County, Virginia, in 1831. It is to 
the credit of the gospel and its releasing power for freedom that these incidents led the 
Virginia legislature to decree that “no slave, free Negro, or mulatto shall preach, or 
hold any meeting for religious purposes day or night.” The prohibition is a badge of 
honor for the gospel, for where Christ truly is, man must and will be free. 
 There are those who constantly assert that morality cannot be legislated and 
that people’s acceptance of one another must be a matter of religion and not of law. 
That is palmed off as religious insight. But this is only a half-truth. Our Christian faith 
recognizes the place which law must hold if people will not obey grace. Paul Tillich, 
the theologian, has put it aright: “If law is not internalized in conscience, then 
conscience must be externalized in law.” Christians must press for laws that restrain 
the wild, primitive, savage lunges of race hatred and bigotry. Paul speaks of the law as 
Page | 245 
 
a schoolmaster who brings men along, trains them, and restrains them until the power 
of Christ can go to work. 
 We must dismiss the idea of a Christian faith that is all sweetness and light 
and patience and niceness. There is judgment with God, swift and awful. A cry is 
heard in the midnight chill, “Behold, the bridegroom cometh” (Matthew 25:6), and 
the wise are by that sudden summons divided by judgment from the foolish. Every 
man’s work is judged. Every nation’s work is judged. We mourn in this country the 
necessity for the long, bitter campaign that goes forward to make the deeds of the land 
fit its words. We lament the traumas and shocks and pains and deaths suffered in the 
cause of liberating the nation. But we would have reason to wonder and to doubt God 
if this season of trouble and tension, hatred and violence had not come upon the 
nation. This country could have solved this problem with double ease a hundred years 
ago. It is doubly hard a hundred years later. It will continue to be hard because hatred 
and suspicion and bitterness are all through the land. This is the judgment of one who 
has said, “Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap” (Galatians 6:7). In our 
lifetime we may not know peace between the blacks and whites in this country. It is 
because not enough blacks are so dedicated to liberty that they are ready to confront 
the nation in love with every resource at their command, including their own death. It 
is because not enough whites believe sufficiently in the Christian religion, the Jewish 
faith, or the Constitution to make them living reality. 
 This matter of people disliking each other because of color is, like everything 
else in life, a religious problem. False gods cannot finally save us, for they cannot 
solve our problems. Elijah Muhammad, the Black Muslim, and his followers are 
understandably angry, and it must be said that he has given to his disciples a sense of 
identity and dignity, but the doctrine of separation has already failed when sponsored 
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in the white community. It is doomed to the same failure when sponsored by the black 
community. We, black and white, have irrevocably and indelibly influenced each 
other and cannot be separated in this land, as James Baldwin has pointed out with 
classic eloquence. 
 List the cures, and they are all partial. Nonviolence is an attractive but only a 
partial answer to the problem of race, since it must be attended by the force of boycott 
in a situation where boycott will hurt. In addition, it presupposes a goodness in man 
which may be alien to our true nature. Many speak of amalgamation as the full and 
sufficient answer to the problem of race in this country. This is to think in terms of 
centuries rather than years, since the rate of amalgamation in this country is perhaps 
slower today than ever before. The new status of personhood makes Negro women 
less vulnerable to the clandestine trespasses of the white male, and the Negro male is 
better equipped to defend his hearth against the sexual adventures of the white man. 
In addition, interracial marriages face the severe strains of a society grievously sick at 
this point of race. In my own fifteen years in Brooklyn, I have performed nearly a 
thousand weddings. Fewer than fifty of them have been interracial. 
 No, the problem of people accepting one another is religious. James Baldwin, 
honest, bitter spokesman of the current American scene, has stated the religious 
consideration, though he doubtless would not admit the religious nature of his thesis. 
“It is not a question,” he said, “of whether the white man can love me; it is a question 
of whether he can love himself.” The same may be said of the black man as he faces 
the white man. I can accept other people only as I have accepted myself. I must first 
identify myself before I can tell who you are. I must first be delivered from self-
loathing before I can regard you with reverence and respect. I must first have my own 
center of loyalty established before I am eligible to offer loyalty to you. 
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 The reason I owe respect and reverence for every human person is ultimately 
religious and roots in my faith about my origin, status, and destiny and, in turn, about 
every person’s. What is it that gives preciousness to every human soul, never mind the 
color, the creed, “the previous condition of servitude,” as we like to say? It is our 
origin, our worth, and our destiny that we find the price tag which belongs upon every 
human being. There is no satisfying word about when and how we started other than 
that contained in the Hebrew-Christian Bible. God! Our beginnings are no meaner, no 
more parochial than that! The psalmist, looking back upon the high, brave 
assumptions of his forebears, exclaimed with a gasp in his voice, “It is he that hath 
made us, and not we ourselves; we are his people, and the sheep of his pasture” 
(Psalm 100:3). There lies our origin, in the words “it is he that hath made us.” So! 
Every human being is kin to God. However much we may differ from him, there is 
something in us of him. However defaced the likeness, there is in every person the 
image of God himself. This is every human being’s origin, and the nature of that 
beginning marks every individual as authentic nobility. 
 There is in every human being a worth attested by God. Again, the psalmist 
looks at humankind and remembers admiringly that God is mindful of us in the face 
of the vast stretches of his creation and his divine prerogatives and responsibilities. 
Never was a more extravagant paean of praise sung to humanity under God than by 
this ancient theist, “What is man, that thou art mindful of him? And the son of man, 
that thou visitest him? For thou hast made him a little lower than the angels, and hast 
crowned him with glory and honor” (Psalm 8:4-5). This is the biography of every 
human soul. 
 The New Testament contains a still more sublime proof of worth. There is the 
act at Calvary and the vast mysterious transaction which occurred there involving us. 
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All that God means by that hill and that cross and that man on it we cannot pretend to 
know. But this one thing we do know: There God placed his price tag, his estimate of 
value, on every human soul who walks the face of the earth. And if God so assesses, 
so gauges worth, then I have an obligation to every person who means as much to 
God as Calvary. 
 There is a third element in the constitution of the human spirit which mandates 
my respect and enlists my regard. There is some august destiny within and beyond 
this time sphere which belongs to every human being. I sense that awareness in 
myself and in other persons. Wordsworth was spokesman for all people, black and 
white, when he wrote: 
 
Though inland far we be, 
Our souls have sight of that immortal sea 
Which brought us hither. 
 
I hear that same cadence of destiny in the mysteriously compelling words of 
the music of my forebears. Black backs glisten with sweat in the moonlight after a 
long and cruel day of unrequited toil. If ever there was a dead-end street this is it. 
They have been snatched from Mother Africa and planted in a cold and hostile land. 
Their customs have been wrenched from their lives by the alien culture with which 
they are surrounded. Maybe thirty million of their people died in the iniquitous 
Middle Passage. They were “motherless children a long ways from home,” and yet 
there is in their music that theme of a high and lofty destiny. 
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Before I’d be a slave 
  I’d be buried in my grave 
  And go home to my Lord 
  And be free. 
 
  I looked over Jordan 
  And what did I see? 
  A band of angels coming after me. 
 
That sense of destiny in every person, given body and substance by the New 
Testament, demands in me respect and regard for every person. It is in this sense that 
religion alone is the answer to our deep chasms of tension and mutual hate which 
afflict white and black people in this land. God grant us his grace that we may be 
equal to this issue with which our lives are met.
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The Strange Ways of God 
 
Martin Luther King, Jr. Memorial Service, 
Harvard University, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 
January 1972 
 
 
 
Father Robinson, Pastor Cooper, reverend clergy, my brothers and sisters. 
How strange it is that, all across this land tonight as we come to the second week of 
this second year of the seventh decade of the twentieth century, a kind of shiver would 
pass through the land. A benign shadow seems to rest upon this country. It is a shiver 
of memory and of hope. How strange that it would be occasioned by the life of a man 
who did not live to see the fulfillment of his normal span. How strange that this whole 
land would be affected so deeply and people of so many diverse beliefs and outlooks 
could come together in some deeply solemn and profoundly religious atmosphere. 
How strange that it would occur around the life of a man who did not come of a 
majority people but who came of the loins of a disinherited and disallowed people. 
And yet this is the strange and anomalous actuality. From one end of this country to 
the other beginning tonight, a strange shiver passes through the land, and from one 
end of the country to the other people begin coming together, warmed by a memory 
and lighted by a hope. Four springs and summers have come and gone, and yet this 
shadow looms larger and more blessed upon the country. His widow in her own 
queenly manner said but within the last few days that it will be fifty years before the 
full assessment of the life of Martin King can begin to be made in this country, and it 
will be. 
For here was a life of such broad grandeur, of such passion and commitment 
and dedication and discernment and insight that we stand too close to it to really 
gauge it. But we do know, though we cannot assess it and we cannot establish the true 
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and precise meaning of this life, we know this: that it has affected each of us, and that 
life has affected this land indelibly and ineradicably. And whatever attempts there are 
may be made in this nation to obviate and to obliterate and whatever neglect of 
accident or design may be perpetuated against this life, its glow will not go out, and 
its impact will not lessen, and its force will not dim and will not become vague. How 
strange! 
What is the clue to this? God comes at us in strange ways and from such 
unexpected and, to many of us, apparently awkward angles. What is the clue to this? 
Well, let me cite another example which may help to set this in its proper context. 
That is the word recorded in the Gospel of Luke: “In the fifteenth year of the reign of 
Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of 
Galilee, and his brother Philip tetrarch of Ituraea and of the region of Trachonitis, and 
Lysanias the tetrarch of Abilene, Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word 
of God came unto John the son of Zacharias in the wilderness” (Luke 3: 1-2).  
When you start calling these names, it sounds like a roll call of the people who 
really mattered and on whose side the future lay and to whom the coming generations 
belonged. Tiberius Caesar and one thinks of purple and high-ceilinged palaces. 
Courtiers, screaming eagles of the legions, standing sentinels at the farthest outposts 
of empire, at the very extreme borders which civilized men counted it worthy to rule. 
Tiberius Caesar, successor to Augustus, with the Forum in Rome there at one end and 
over at the other the Coliseum. All roads leading to and from Rome with its seven 
hills of imperial glory. “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius 
Pilate being governor of Judea” – and one thinks of the second line of command, 
prouder usually in the colonies than even at home, the representation of all the 
grandeur and glory of Rome. “Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod 
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being tetrarch of Galilee,” – the splendor of the court of an oriental monarch – “Annas 
and Caiaphas…” Annas, banished in the intricacies and turbulence of Judean politics 
from his own place as high priest, but having had the resourcefulness and shrewdness 
to introduce his son-in-law, Joseph Caiaphas, as chief priest. The glory of 
ecclesiastical authority, “Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests,” and you begin 
to think that all that can be said about where power was and where influence lay had 
already been uttered. “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius 
Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,… Annas and 
Caiaphas being the high priests” – and what is really happening is that the man is 
establishing some background and setting the stage and describing the scenery for 
something really important. “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, 
Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,…  Annas 
and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto John … in the 
wilderness.” 
Does that explain it? God comes at us at strange angles and from unexpected 
sources, establishing new bridgeheads in history, in places where we scarcely expect 
them. John did not fit the bill of somebody as a deliverer. He had an awkward, 
angular personality. His diet was the wrong diet. He ate the old desert food of the poor 
– locusts and wild honey. He dressed not in the refined cloth that we call camel’s hair 
but in the roughly textured hair of the camel. And there were strange wheels in his 
head; somewhere in the crooning of the desert winds he believed that he had heard the 
voice of God. There was a strange light in his eyes and a frown on his countenance. 
His words were cutting and sharp. They were not compromising; they were not 
honeyed, but “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate 
being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,… Annas and Caiaphas 
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being the high priests, the word of God came unto John… in the wilderness.” Dwight 
B. Eisenhower, being president of the United States, and John Patterson, the governor 
of Alabama, J. Edgar Hoover, the omnipotent autocrat of the FBI, Billy Graham and 
Norman Peale, the high priests of middle America. The Word of God came to Martin 
King in the wilderness of America. 
It was not a kind word that John spoke, because the cutting truth of God is 
never initially kind; it is only ultimately kind. It is a mercy that comes by way of 
judgment. It is a healing that comes by way of hurting. It is a making whole by 
wounding. And so, John spoke of an axe laid at the root of a tree, ready to bring down 
an old and decaying tree. He spoke of a filtering of the wheat from the chaff. You 
almost hear a kind of incredulity upon the lips of John. 
How could a nation with the heritage and lineage of Israel become so dead and 
so cold and so hardened and so fit for a cutting and a reducing judgment? Here was a 
nation which had heard the lyrics of that strange prophet of the exile, the Second 
Isaiah, “Speak ye comfortably to Jerusalem, and cry unto her that her warfare is 
accomplished” (Isaiah 40:2). Or that other word, “Arise, shine, for thy light is come, 
and the glory of the Lord is risen upon thee” (Isaiah 60:1). These were people who 
had heard the sighs and laments of Jeremiah, the almost unbearable tenderness of 
Hosea, the raw cutting words, as we have heard tonight, of Amos. Now here was a 
nation with all of that which had come in John’s time to a cold, dead, heavy 
formalism. And so “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate 
being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,… Annas and Caiaphas 
being the high priests, the word of God came unto John… in the wilderness.”  
How strange that out of a minority people there should come the true spiritual 
genius, the one true spiritual genius which this land has produced. He did not fit even 
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the notion of black people as to where Messiah should come. For he came from a 
lineage of preachers, maligned and caricatured as merchants of escapism, unrealistic, 
not really discerning the signs of the times. And he came with a word of judgment. It 
was about a nation which incalculable opportunity. You could almost hear in his voice 
something that bordered on unbelief that this nation could have come to so sorry a 
pass and could have allowed its racism to become so ingrained and so rigid that it 
threatened the very future of the republic. Again and again and again, as he spoke up 
and down the land from one end of it to the other, he said it. There was that strong 
note; always asserting that the sharp cutting judgment of the God of history will not 
forever tolerate our delinquencies and dereliction one heard repeatedly that half note 
of unbelief. Of all the nations, how could this one risk its destiny, given all of the 
privileges and all of the prerogatives that belong to it? This was a nation incalculably 
rich in its natural resources. How could it starve its poor and waste a million dollars a 
day on the other side of the earth? How could it? How could a nation, trustee of the 
most precious words known to the human heart – liberty, freedom, equality, 
opportunity, brotherhood – words that make the heart skip beats and for which men 
have walked willingly into the yawning jaws of death – become so ensnared in Nazi-
like doctrines? This nation, with a people gathered from the ends of the earth with all 
of their diverse gifts brought to the service of the republic, ought to have found higher 
ground than primitive racism. 
Martin King saw a strange apocalypse about the God of history who had, so to 
speak, in mercy winked at the failures of this nation, through nearly two hundred 
years. As it came close to two centuries of its apprenticeship in freedom, the nation 
could no longer hope that the God of history would exempt it from that judgment 
which has fallen upon every other civilization and nation. 
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Martin King saw it with a startling clarity. I heard him one night in Cincinnati 
talking to Progressive Baptists. It was when he first began to utter his cry about 
Vietnam. There was anger, but there was an unspeakable pathos as he spoke that day 
and called the land to remember our beginnings, even though those who wrote the 
great works of our liberation were themselves compromised personalities. To 
remember the destiny to which the God of history had called this land. And what 
incredible and incalculable riches God had given to this country, both natural and 
human, a nation without the old presuppositions of other lands. A nation with a 
chance to begin afresh, and if it had had the heart to incorporate those who were 
already here with those who came, with a chance out of many to produce one people. 
And yet he saw that after so long of the nation’s apprenticeship, it was decision time. 
Either the nation would stand up and face its God and its destiny or it would be 
punished. 
This was the word he spoke. “in the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius 
Caesar, Pontius Pilate being governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of 
Galilee,… Annas and Caiaphas being the high priests, the word of God came unto 
John.” And so the word of God came to Martin King. But it came to him also in terms 
of black people, for there was something he saw, something grand, with all that was 
debased and dehumanized in black people. He saw a grandeur about us. It was a 
lineage from along past, forged on the African heath. It was an internal courage, some 
basic splendor, some strength, some resiliency that would not bow in the face of 
oppression and would not die in the face of death.  Martin King spoke of such 
grandeur in black people, saw something splendid about our possibilities. It was the 
heroic lineage of a people who were cast upon a strange and hostile shore. Family life 
discouraged, parents and children sold up and down the rivers of this land as chattel 
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slavery. And yet a people who looked hatred in the face and would not crumble. With 
all of their faults and failures, they still believed and still walked toward some bright 
tomorrow. He spoke of that tomorrow. 
This was the grandeur of Martin Luther King, but there was something else 
about him. He not only spoke judgment about the nation and he not only spoke to our 
hopes, but he believed that the destiny of history lies above and beyond, partly within, 
but ultimately above and beyond, the will of human beings. There is a purpose 
marching through history that will not be turned back and will not be denied and 
which humankind can frustrate but which they cannot destroy. Martin King said again 
and again that God cannot be stopped. As the spiritual had it, God is “so wide you 
can’t get around him, and so high you can’t get over him, and so low you can’t get 
under him. You’ve got to come in at the gate.” This is what he said again and again 
and now what have we seen? The nation has refused his vision, turned away from his 
dream, and we have seen our country turn upon its young. This land has become the 
first child-hating nation in history. Failing his vision and refusing his dream and so 
sunk and so cold and so committed to our own ugly purposes and our own dark 
ambitions, America has turned on its young. At Kent State and elsewhere, the nation 
has turned on its young. 
Not another winter had come after Martin King fell before, at Chicago at a 
national political convention, America turned loose its fury upon its young, who, 
however distorted their vision might have been, saw something terribly wrong about 
our country. They saw something awfully immoral about the increasing numbers of 
white crosses in those distant cemeteries in the rice fields of Vietnam. They saw, did 
young people, something deeply wrong about napalm gas being dropped by a people 
calling themselves deliverers. Martin King said it loud and clear. He called upon the 
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president of the United States and upon the Secretary of State to lead us out of 
Vietnam. He said, and I quote his words, “Mr. Johnson, Mr. Rusk, say we made a 
mistake and let’s come out.” The nation turning from its vision will now come out, 
with fifty-three thousand of its best young people sleeping forever on a purposeless 
battlefield. “In the fifteenth year of the reign of Tiberius Caesar, Pontius Pilate being 
governor of Judea, and Herod being tetrarch of Galilee,… Annas and Caiaphas being 
the high priests, the word of God came unto John… in the wilderness.” 
But what could people do? What can we do now? Who knows whether already 
the purposes of God have turned from this land? Maybe, maybe not. John spoke it, 
and so did Martin King. He said that human beings could not bring to pass the 
purposes of God, that here is a march down the centuries, a sovereign purpose that 
refuses to be turned around and refuses to be stopped, a footfall, sure and purposeful 
and steady like the coming of morning, that cannot be restrained, like the dawning of 
the springtime upon a cold and dead land. Men and women cannot bring it, but they 
can throw up a highway in the desert and they can make straight in the desert a 
highway for the purposes of God.  
We in this land, black and white, cannot save the land, but we can make 
straight in the desert a highway. Every valley shall be exalted. We cannot bring the 
purposes of God to pass, but we can renounce our meanness and malice. Every 
mountain shall be brought low. We cannot bring the purposes of God to pass, but we 
can bring down our mountains of pride and prejudice and pretension. We cannot bring 
the purposes of God to pass, but we can give up our deceit and our dissembling one 
with another and make the crooked ways straight. This was what Martin King said 
over and over and over again. And there that last night while the fiery chariot waited 
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for him, he spoke of hope and of the coming of the dawn and of the breaking of the 
day. “We shall get to the Promised Land.” 
Was it a wild notion woven of gossamer? No, it was something deep in Martin 
King’s own background. It came out of that long lineage of his very own people who 
by the power of God were told one thing and heard another. Martin King spoke out of 
that long background of the people who sat in the slave galleries of the churches of 
the North and South. They heard preachers say to them one thing, but they heard 
something else. It was said to them, You are ordained of God to be slaves, but they 
heard, “Before I’d be a slave, I’d be buried in my grave and go home to my Lord and 
be free.” 
The preachers said to them it will forever be the same, but they heard, 
“There’s a bright side somewhere. Don’t you rest until you find it.” As they sat in 
those galleries the preachers said to them that it will never be different, but they 
heard, “Walk together, children, don’t get weary, there’s a great camp meeting in the 
Promised Land.” Martin King was heir to that vision – and he was its most eloquent 
spokesman. 
And so that night in the mountain in Memphis, he spoke immortal words. I 
stood there in that pulpit, but three days after he had gone. What an awesome 
experience! He had stood there with that chariot of fire waiting for him. He looked out 
and saw it and spoke then about the march of God: “Mine eyes have seen the coming 
of the Lord. He is trampling out the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored. He 
hath loosed the fateful lightning of his terrible swift sword, his truth…” Then upon 
tiptoe he said, “Glory hallelujah!”
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Preaching the Whole Counsel of God 
 
The Lyman Beecher Lecture Series (1976) 
Yale University, New Haven, Connecticut 
 
 
 I remember with gratitude that this subject, in substance, was the theme used 
by Dr. George Buttrick in his commencement address to my graduating class at the 
Oberlin Graduate School of Theology, of blessed memory, in the days long gone. I 
trust that in this treatment I will not defile that peerless preacher’s dealing with the 
full-orbed gospel on that memorable occasion so many years ago. 
 How we approach our preaching responsibility depends upon whether we 
consider proclamation of the gospel to be a matter of life or death. If we who preach 
go up into pulpits in order to pass on some interesting observations or to deliver some 
practical, beneficial homilies or to issue some bulletins about the society’s latest 
crisis, that is one thing. If we look upon ourselves as heralds of the great King, 
bearers, minus foolish and immodest preening, to the hearts of human beings of that 
upon which turns the eternal health or the fatal sickness of people in their private and 
corporate lives, then we shall see our work as preachers as something else again. 
 The whole sweep of biblical revelation asserts that the spokesperson for God 
stands in a grandly perilous post of responsibility. As an instance, to read the opening 
passages of the thirty-third chapter of Ezekiel is almost to tremble, if one feels called 
to preach. The Word of the Lord is presented as addressing Ezekiel about the 
cruciality of the prophet’s calling as an interpreter of God to humanity. The passage 
speaks of how a people, bracing themselves for invasion, choose as watchman “a man 
of their own coasts.” When an apt phrase, “a man of their coasts” (Ezekiel 33:2), since 
the preacher is not an alien among those to whom he or she speaks the word of God; 
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he or she is, indeed, in geography and in condition one of those to whom the word is 
borne, one of their own coasts. 
 It is the watchman’s job to watch. Such a person is expected to scan the hills 
and to peer toward the valleys with the eye straining to see the rim of the horizon. One 
who is chosen to watch is freed from the regular occupational responsibilities of those 
who select him or her to be watchman. Those who have chosen the watchman agree to 
till the fields, to draw the water, and all of that. They will bring to the watchman his 
or her needs. All that the people ask is that the watchman will be faithful in what he or 
she does in the time made free by the work and care of the rest of the community; that 
is, watch carefully and constantly the hills and valleys surrounding the community, 
lest an enemy come upon the peoples unawares. The community requires the 
watchman to look and squint carefully to see whether an enemy lurks on the far edges 
of the horizon where the sky seems to meet the earth. The watchman is to determine if 
some danger rolls on toward the entrance ways of the dwellings and commercial 
places of the city. 
 It is the watchman’s job to see, since for this cause came he or she to the 
appointed lookout tower. The watchman has been given the vantage point of an 
elevated position in order to see. The watchman has, likewise, no right to claim 
indifference or indolence or sleepiness, for he or she is spared many of the irksome 
annoyances of the workaday world. The sentry has no right to claim poor vision, since 
the capacity to see, to see clearly and accurately, is one of the principal requirements 
of a watchman. If the watchman cannot see or lacks clear vision, then the 
responsibility should not be accepted, since it is relatively safer for a people to know 
that they have no one standing sentry rather than to be lulled into a false security by 
the notion that a qualified watchman stands to the job, when in fact the watchman 
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cannot see, or is asleep, or has been influenced by other considerations to close the 
eyes and turn the back to any hazard which may be gathering in the distance, though 
the danger at first sight seems scarcely more than a speck, “a little cloud out of the 
sea, like a man’s hand” (1 Kings 18:44).The sentry is chosen to watch and to see. 
 The watchman has the second responsibility of sounding the warning when an 
enemy is sighted approaching the city. A person so stationed to stand sentry dare not 
plead the excuse that he or she does not want to disturb one’s fellow citizens, since 
they are people who do not like to be disturbed or that they have their own affairs to 
which they must attend. The watchman’s job is to sound the trumpet of warning. The 
watchman’s own sense of urgency ought to take away any tentative, uncertain sound, 
for the sentry is not a detached observer or mere mercenary but a citizen of the city 
which must be alerted. His holdings are there, too. 
 In the early years of my ministry, Benjamin Perkins was one of the best 
known of the black preachers. He used to say that if a family’s house is on fire, a 
neighbor worth being called such does not tiptoe up to the burning house in the most 
proper fashion, timidly knock, and then say to the neighbor, “Apparently your house 
is on fire, for I see great billows of smoke coming up through the roof and fire is 
beginning to show in some of the lower windows. It would seem that you might 
seriously consider waking your children, and at your convenience, you might want to 
come out of the house.” Not on your life! The cry rings through the air: “Fire!” The 
neighbor rushes to alert the family. 
 There is little place for ranting by the preacher, but there is a very large place 
indeed for urgency and for an earnest, honest passion. The stakes are high! The 
watchman is involved; the community under threat is his or her community; the 
people facing peril are bone of his bones and flesh of his flesh in the family of man. 
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What is of greater and more critical import is that the watchman is liable for failure to 
warn the city. He does not get off, is not excused if he fails. 
 
If when he seeth the sword come upon the land, he blow the 
trumpet, and warn the people; then whosoever heareth the 
sound of the trumpet, and taketh not warning; if the sword 
come, and take him away, his blood shall be upon his own 
head. He heard the sound of the trumpet, and took not warning; 
his blood shall be upon him. But he that taketh warning shall 
deliver his soul. But if the watchman  see the sword come, and 
blow not the trumpet, and the people be not warned; if the 
sword come, and take any person from among them, he is taken 
away in his iniquity; but his blood will I require at the 
watchman’s hand. (Ezekiel 33:3-6) 
 
 The analogy of the preacher and the watchman will not walk on all fours, but 
then no analogy is meant to do that. The watchman is placed by the people, but the 
preacher is called by God, though appointed by the people or some earthly 
instrumentality. There will not always be an approaching enemy for the watchman to 
see in guarding earthly settlements, but always humankind is imperiled by some 
invader whose siege threatens the souls of people. The analogy is apt surely in that the 
preacher, like the watchman, must watch and must see and must warn. 
 The person called of God to preach is summoned to look at humanity under 
the light of God. What will the preacher see? He or she will see people who are 
solitary social animals. They are beings who never become quite social, an essential 
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solitariness forever belonging to each of us. At the same time, people are never purely 
solitary, for they find their identity in participation and in drawing comparisons and 
contrasts between themselves and their fellows. Many a parent has come to 
understand that much of a teenager’s recalcitrance is not merely of the devil but is an 
attempt to sculpt and measure and to define his or her identity by defiance and 
challenge. In addition to people’s inward turn, their solitariness, and their outward 
turn, their social contract, humans are lured upward. They have dealings with God, or 
better still, God has dealings with them. These three aspects of the human situation 
must ever be kept to the fore in the preacher’s thinking – studying, praying and 
observing.  
 Since each person finds individuality partly in the give and take of the groups 
of which he or she is a part, the preacher must never forget that one’s gospel speaks as 
surely to people in community as it does to people in their solitariness. 
 How desperately do we need to be addressed in our communal ties! Dr. James 
Fowler of Harvard reflects upon some of the radical sins of our society in an 
appreciative assessment he makes of the monumental work of H. Richard Niebuhr at 
Yale. He speaks of the theological-ethical legacy of Dr. Niebuhr as being most helpful 
at the points of generating and renewing moral vision and perspective; in revealing 
the distortions and perversions of objectivity that result from self-serving loyalties; 
and in pointing to the relativity of the human notions of justice when seen against the 
context of the righteousness of a sovereign and finally inscrutable God.
i
  
Our nation’s loss of faith in itself is really consequent upon its absence of faith 
in “the righteousness of a sovereign and final inscrutable God.” Our national shame is 
a civil religion which sanctifies “distortions and perversions of objectivity that result 
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from self-serving loyalties.” Our chief national peril arises from our failure in 
“generating and renewing moral vision and perspective.”  
It is the task of preaching to confront these maladies, and by that I most 
assuredly do not mean a pulpit that is forever badgering and assaulting and attacking 
and belittling and berating the people in the pews of this country. The preacher, 
coming at the fearful, destructive sins of our society, surely must speak to them with a 
divine pity which weeps, so to speak, at the same time in which it challenges the 
community’s delinquencies and derelictions. 
This is not to say that the terms of judgment must be reduced; they cannot, 
since they are of God and are not subject to public opinion or the next referendum. 
The great corporate issues of our society – poverty, pollution, the international 
violence of war, anarchy, race and the national priorities – are not primarily political 
matters; they are rooted profoundly in our attitude toward the God whose retainer the 
preacher is honored to be. That people will usually accept condemnation of their 
individual sins more graciously than they will accept condemnation of their society’s 
sins may well say that the idolatry associated with tribal loyalties is greater than the 
idolatry of self; unless, of course, these communal groupings are really seen by people 
to be extensions of themselves. 
At any rate, the preacher has no warrant to speak to our social ills save in the 
light of God’s judgment and God’s grace. For instance, racism is not merely an 
oppression by one people of another with all of its resultant group guilt, group 
degradation, and social disorder. Racism is set against the one-blood tie which God 
ordained in our creation. Racism, whether it is the rapacity of a majority position or 
the reactionary toughness and terrorism of an outraged minority, assaults the mandate 
of our creation that we human beings are to have dominion over the “fish in the sea, 
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the birds of the air, and every living creature that crawls on the earth” (paraphrase of 
Genesis 2:26), not over each other. 
It will all be well to remember the sin of racism first brought Jesus into 
conflict with his own people, as Dr. Buttrick pointed out in his Beecher lectures, and 
as one of the ablest of the black preachers, Vernon Johns, dealt with in his unique, 
trenchant style. When Jesus returned home to Nazareth from his mighty victory over 
the Tempter in the wilderness, he was apparently received warmly. As he read the 
Scripture in his hometown synagogue, many a heart must have pounded at hearing the 
old, gracious words from the prophet Isaiah, “The Spirit of the Lord is upon me, 
because he hath anointed me to preach to the poor; he hath sent me to heal the 
brokenhearted, to preach deliverance to the captives, and recovering of sight to the 
blind, to set at liberty them that are bruised, To preach the acceptable year of the 
Lord” (Isaiah 61:1-2, in Luke 4:18-19). The sheer music of that passage, the hallowed 
memories of the nation’s long and honored past which is evoked, the presence of the 
young carpenter, one of their own, sent a pleasant murmur through the assembly that 
day in the Nazareth synagogue. 
Then the trouble began. Jesus dared to remind these proud Jews, with all of 
their twisted notions of what it meant to be God’s chosen people, that there had been 
many widows in Israel at the time of Elijah and the great famine. The prophet Elijah 
rather had been sent of God to be sustained and lodged by a Gentile widow of a 
heathen coastal city, the ancient glassware center of Zarephath. As if this was not 
enough, he reminded these sons and daughters of the covenant that in the time of 
Elisha there had been many lepers in Israel. None of them was healed, but Namaan, 
the Syrian, the Arab, was made whole. 
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It was at this point, when Jesus struck at the racial arrogance and the 
presumptuous pride of his own people, that an angry stirring was heard in the same 
synagogue which but a moment earlier had known only the approving sighs and 
murmurs of the people. A riot ensured. The erstwhile worshippers, now in a purple 
rage and possessed of a terrible, insane anger, stormed the young prophet and would 
have lynched him that very hour had he not escaped in the midst of their blind fury 
and wild lunges. It was the racism of a people which brought this terrible scene to 
pass. Significantly, we hear no more of Nazareth ever as a place where Jesus did 
mighty works. 
As in the matter of race, so the profoundly religious issues of poverty, war, 
crime, including the street and public office and corporate varieties, and pollution 
must be addressed by the preacher with the gospel of One who condemns and 
challenges and converts. It is the purpose of God not to stamp out and obliterate the 
kingdoms of this world; they are to be redeemed and are to “become the kingdoms of 
our Lord and of his Christ” in which “he shall reign forever and ever (Revelation 
11:15). 
Along this line, in my own beloved and rambling borough of Brooklyn there is 
in our Civic Center, in the heart of it, a monument to a tremendous life. The 
monument shows the likeness of a stocky, barrel-chested man with a broad face and 
great shoulders. The figure wears a cape, and at the base of the statue are the figures 
of young girls whose facial features suggest that they are black children. The large 
likeness is that of Henry Ward Beecher, first lecturer in this series, whose far-
sounding voice rose from Brooklyn Heights and echoed around the world in the cause 
of human freedom and in opposition to the foul institution of slavery whose stench 
still sickens the nation a hundred years after the Emancipation Proclamation. 
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Significantly, the monument faces Borough Hall, the seat of government, with 
Beecher’s hand out-stretched as if delivering to the majesty of government the will of 
the higher majesty of God. To be relevant to that moment in time and to that point in 
history in which each preacher speaks, he must throw the searchlight of his gospel of 
judgment and mercy upon the corporate arrangements of the society which are 
wrought by individuals and which in turn affect so vitally the quality of life available 
to each individual. 
There may be a sense in which these massive institutional arrangements of a 
society have a life of their own and in which they exist independent of the attention 
and ministrations of persons. In another sense these corporate entities are the creations 
of individual men and women, and the preacher must never forget that. There is 
endless interplay here. Once, years ago, I lectured at Gettysburg Seminary with one of 
the best known of the university preachers of America, James Cleland. Dealing one 
day with the worth of the individual, the preacher used the parables of the lost in Luke 
15.  He struck tellingly again and again on the note of the cruciality of “one,” of the 
individual. He spoke of the importance of the one lost sheep, the one lost coin, and the 
one lost son. Appropriate enough, to be sure, but that evening we talked over coffee, 
and I reminded him as gently as I knew how, and much to his delight, of the fact that 
in each case the one which was lost was presumably returned to the many, the group. 
The one lost sheep presumably was restored to the fold. The one lost coin was 
presumably restored to the family budget. Surely the lost son was returned to the 
family circle, the group. 
A wise preacher then will remember that we can never separate individuals 
from their community or the community from the individuals who constitute it. The 
most radical changes in community flow from the vision and consecration of 
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individuals. Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., who may be the only authentic spiritual 
genius America has produced, tells of a deeply personal, interior, private experience 
which he had and which inspired him toward that destiny which made him one of 
history’s truly great liberators, and not alone of black people, either. The liberation 
which he gave to white people can be seen in the sense of relief one seems to detect 
among many Southern whites that now they no longer feel it necessary to practice the 
crudities and barbarities of segregation and incivility toward other human beings 
which too often characterized that region of America. Dr. King tells of how, during 
the Montgomery bus boycott, the fountainhead of the civil rights struggle of the 
1960s, he came almost to the breaking point. He had been falsely accused  and 
arrested, his home bombed, his wife’s and little baby’s lives endangered, hate mail 
threatening his life and loaded with obscenities came regularly to his home. He said 
that in the mornings he would look at his wife and baby and say to himself, “They can 
be taken away from me at any moment; I can be taken away from them at any 
moment.”  
One night in January of 1956, Dr. King went to bed after a long and trying 
day, but he could not fall asleep. A threatening telephone call came, and it brought 
him to the saturation point of fear and anxiety. He reports that he got a pot of coffee 
and sat alone at the kitchen table. “In this state of exhaustion, when my courage had 
all but gone,” he says, 
 
I decided to take my problem to God. With my head in my 
hands I bowed over the kitchen table and prayed aloud. The 
words I spoke to God that midnight are still vivid in my 
memory. “I am here taking a stand for what I believe is right. 
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But now I am afraid. The people are looking to me for 
leadership, and if I stand before them without strength and 
courage, they, too, will falter. I am at the end of my powers. I 
have nothing left. I’ve come to the point where I can’t face it 
alone.” 
 
At that moment Dr. King reports that he experiences the presence of the 
Divine as he had never experienced him before. “It seems,” he writes, “as though I 
could hear the quiet assurances of an inner voice saying: ‘Stand up for righteousness, 
stand up for truth; and God will be at your side forever.’ Almost at once my fears 
began to go. My uncertainty disappeared. I was ready to face anything.”ii All public 
issues are affected by personal, private, and interior dealings deep within the hearts 
and minds of the individual. 
 Thus every preacher ought never to forget in preaching that one preaches to 
people who are initially and finally solitary animals with their own fears and courage, 
grief and guilt, joy and sorrow, anxiety and anger and with that deep, age-old hunger 
which the bread of this world cannot satisfy and a thirst which the waters of this life 
cannot quench. Jesus asserted this of which I now speak when he said that “man shall 
not live by bread alone” (Matthew 4:4). This wistful yearning for spiritual reality and 
experience is expressed in a song my elders sang in the long ago, “I woke up this 
morning with my mind stayed on Jesus.” 
 This strange, poignant wistfulness in each person which the preacher must 
sense and find and channel is to be explained partly, but not entirely, by the 
solitariness which occurs at both ends of our mortal journey. We arrive here one by 
one. At the other end, as someone has put it, the way by which we leave, death, is a 
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narrow passage and, no matter our loves, we cannot go out arm in arm. We must edge 
our way out one by one and sometimes sidewise, so to speak, with the jagged edges of 
the rocks of the narrow passage scratching and paining us. My own people sang of 
this: 
You got to stand your test in judgment 
You got to stand it for yourself 
There’s nobody else can stand it for you 
You got to stand it for yourself. 
 
 
Men and women are up against these things for themselves and, what may be even 
more poignant and touching, for those whom God has given them to love. 
 Above all, there is in each of us a dis-ease, a sense of unfulfillment, of some 
high destiny unmet, of some lofty vow broken and shattered. We are sinners! We long 
for some word of forgiveness which will make us whole. We sense we have a 
homeland, but we are exiles. We perceive that we are of royal lineage, but our lives 
are being spent cheaply and shabbily and our purposes and ends are too narrow and 
parochial. We would be restored to our true estate. The old cry is in our literature, on 
our television screens, in the shame and shambles of public corruption as people seek 
security in money or influence. It is in the flight of our young into themselves and out 
toward some nirvana of drug-induced ecstasy. Paul has started the case for so many of 
us, “for the good that I would I do not: but the evil which I would not, that I do… O 
wretched man that I am! Who shall deliver me from the body of this death?” (Roman 
7:19, 24). 
 With what awe and bated breath and how on tiptoe ought a preacher move 
with his or her gospel among these central sanctities! How shall a preacher know how 
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to deal with these things? One of the great, sustaining strengths of the preacher is to 
be found in the fact that he or she is part of the human condition, seeing and 
experiencing ecstatic joys and knowing the cold chill of the floods of sorrow. Here 
again is the redeeming aspect of the scandal and the risk, if I may put it that way, 
which God took in putting the gospel of everlasting life upon sinful and mortal lips. 
  The preacher shall know how to deal with these matters of which I have 
spoken as Ezekiel knew. The prophet declares in the third chapter of his book that his 
utterance came out of the confluence of two experiences. He tells us that in an 
experience of the Almighty he heard the beat of “the wings of the living creatures that 
touched one another” in the mysteries of divine Praise (Ezekiel 3:13). And then he 
says, “I came to them of the captivity as Telabib, that dwelt by the river of Chebar, 
and I sat where they sat” (Ezekiel 3:15). Out of these experiences of the glory of God 
and the plight of men, he says, “it came to pass … that the word of the Lord came 
unto me” (Ezekiel 3:16). The preacher who hears the sound of angels’ wings and who 
sits where the people sit is gifted to preach to men in the heights and depths of their 
being. 
 We are surrogates of a gospel which has explored the secret places of the 
human heart, which has sounded the depths of the human predicament. The gospel of 
the Son of God, the word that the creation is built on the lines of a cruciform and 
which was once, once and for all, historicized at Calvary, is the answer to the 
questions that haunt and plague the human spirit. It is a gospel relevant to human 
experience; rather all human experience is relevant to that sovereign gospel. It says to 
those ages which deify the individual, the personal, that we are all of one blood, 
members of the family of man, all bound in the bundle of life. This gospel says to 
those ages which obscure the individual in some tribalism or other that their hairs of 
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our heads are all numbered and that the Good Shepherd “calleth his own sheep by 
name” (John 10:3). 
 We are bearers of an incredibly rich gospel which imparts unspeakable 
treasures of the spirit to those who hear and heed it. John Jowett with his jeweled 
phrases put it well when he said that this gospel whose heralds we are tells of, re-
presents One who came to throw some loveliness like a cloak around our lives, who 
came that the chained slave might hear the glorious proclamation of deliverance and 
liberty. It tells of One who came to lead us into the secret place of the Most High and 
to help stained and sinful people to the cleansing fountains. It tells of One who came 
to help the lame to recover their lost nimbleness and to help those who mourn to put 
on the garments of praise. It tells of One who has given us a place at Calvary where 
we all may stand as equals, or, better still, where we all may kneel together as one 
Father’s children. 
 It is a great privilege; I believe the very highest on earth, to be called to the 
preaching of this gospel. You will not hold me condemned for pressing upon you the 
privilege of our calling with an experience which occurred recently in my own 
ministry. On a fall day and under a gently weeping sky, we laid the body of Deacon 
William Clapp in its grave. I have never in all of these years known a person who 
received the gospel more eagerly and gladly than William Clapp. Also, he was to me 
what an old Creole preacher in my youth characterized as a “member and friend.” 
 I stood with his daughter in the intensive care room of one of New York’s 
hospitals on what proved to be the next to the last day of his life. By then he was 
comatose, but she told me of how he spoke in his last rational moments of his love of 
the church and its time of worship. She reported that the last thing he said was, “I 
wish I could hear him preach one more time.” Now, no preacher has of himself or 
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herself anything of real significance to say to anyone who is within view of the 
swelling of Jordan. But there is a gospel, and you are privileged to be summoned to 
declare it. It can stand people on their feet for the living of their days. And – what a 
privilege, almost too precious to be mentioned – it may be that gospel which you 
preach will then steady some poor pilgrims as they come to where the bridgeless river 
is and some of them, feeling the spray of Jordan misting in the face, just might thank 
God as they cross the river that he made you a preacher.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1
 James W. Fowler, To See the Kingdom: The theological Vision of H. Richard Niebuhr (Nashville: 
Abingdon, 1974), 268. 
 
2
 Martin Luther King Jr., Stride Toward Freedom (New York: Harper & Row, 1958), 134.
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Facing Facts with Faith 
 
Prayer Service for the Inauguration of William Jefferson Clinton, 
Washington, D.C., January 20, 1993 
 
 
 
President-elect Clinton, President Clinton. It’s already past 12:00 p.m. in West 
Africa. Mrs. Clinton, Vice President Gore, for the same reason, Mrs. Gore, members 
of your families. It seems thoroughly in order that we should to one stream of 
determination in this country which found its fount in Richard Allen, that there should 
be religious liberty and that there should be civic dignity. Bishop Brookins, who 
carries Episcopal responsibility for Metropolitan A.M.E. Church, I would have you 
know that in Los Angeles two weeks ago I was told that you have not relinquished 
your influence in the West. Though you have presided a long time in Washington, you 
are a bicoastal bishop. And Reverend Dr. Deveaux, the word is that some day we will 
be calling you bishop. We poor Baptists cannot vote, but we can lean in the hope that 
the boat will tilt a little. Reverend clergy, it is also fitting that we would be in this 
church, one of whose members is one of the most distinguished children of African 
Methodism and one of its finest citizens of this republic, Vernon Jordan. 
In the years long ago, when I grew up in the Louisiana swamp country, my 
elders talked with almost bated breath about something which happened, oh, eighteen, 
twenty years earlier. They spoke about it hardly with full belief, for many of them had 
known the dark night of slavery. And others had been born when, as my father used to 
say, you could almost still hear the echo sound of hounds baying on the trail of 
runaway slaves. They spoke of how Theodore Roosevelt, President Roosevelt, had 
invited Booker Washington, our Mr. Washington, they said how proudly, to dine at 
the White House. I would that I could tell them that our friend, Vernon Jordan, invited 
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President Clinton to have food at his house. No, I don’t think I would tell them that, I 
don’t think they could stand that. 
This has been declared an ecumenical service. I heard a definition years ago 
defining some of the denominations. It said that a Baptist is a Christian who has 
learned to wash, a Methodist is a Baptist who has learned to read, a Presbyterian is a 
Methodist who has been to college, and an Episcopalian is a Presbyterian whose 
investments turned out well. It may be of some interest to you that nothing was said 
about our Catholic brethren or our Jewish friends or our Muslim people or Lutherans, 
and the explanation was that, as Scriptures say, all of these things had already been 
added unto them. Let me seek briefly now my footing in the Word of God. 
In the Gospel according to Luke, one comes upon these words. “And behold, a 
certain lawyer stood up, and tempted him, saying, Master, what shall I do to inherit 
eternal life? He said unto him, What is written in the law? How readest thou? And he 
answering said, Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart, and with all thy 
soul, and with all thy strength, and with all thy mind; and thy neighbor as thyself. And 
he said unto him, Thou hast answered right: this do, and thou shalt live” (Luke 10:25-
28). 
Across the broad face of this land there is a sense today, and beyond this land, 
I am sure, of a new energy and vigor being turned loose affirmatively in the coming to 
incumbency of our new president and vice president. It is as if we have come again to 
Camelot, but this time with the atmosphere of the Ozarks and in the accents of the 
great Southern American heartland, and we rejoice in that meeting. A lawyer meets a 
savior. 
This parable Jesus relates at this meeting has come to be called the parable of 
the good Samaritan. How strange that an itinerant preacher without possessions in a 
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third-rate province off what looked like the beaten path of history, in one of the 
backwaters of the empire, should have told a story, and the title for it has passed into 
the verbiage of two millennia. How strange, unless he was something more than 
human. 
A lawyer, appropriately enough, asked the question, and I take it that that craft 
is not underrepresented here today, “What shall I do to inherit eternal life?” Whether 
capriciously or sincerely, this lawyer had touched the raw nerve of our human 
existence. Why are we here? What is our purpose? We come out of a darkness into 
this lighted room. We stay here for a while; we depart again in the darkness. What is 
the significance of it? What is the meaning of the high hope that lifts in our hearts and 
the dreams that people our days and the sense of purpose? What does it all mean? 
A choreographer and dancer, lamenting the death by this awful new plague of 
so many in our national artistic community, said the other day, “It makes one raise 
new questions about the relationship of life and creativity and death.” Well, all of us 
question that. And we might well ask that about our nation. Why are we here? What is 
its purpose in history? Here we are protected by the crosswinds of two oceans. Did 
ever in the history of the world so many people of such diverse backgrounds, of such 
varying religious beliefs, of such differing political creeds, come together under such 
a range of circumstances, all of the way from slavery to high privilege? And we have 
been given the mandate, to contract a society of mutuality and harmony, across the 
lines of region and race and class. Do you sense, as I do quite often, that this nation 
represents something new and promising and purposeful in history? I would not want 
to claim for one moment on this fateful day that the nation is divine. That is an 
idolatry. Divinity belongs only to God. But I cannot believe that this country would 
have come into existence without the purposes of Almighty God attending it. 
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We are here to establish before the world that people can be brought together. 
And that highest and most difficult undertaking that can be known to the community 
of men and women can take place, that people can govern themselves. This is the 
American proposition in history. I need somebody to tell me what the original intent 
of this land was. It was that there should be an open democracy with liberty and 
justice for all. Argue as you will, but that is the purpose of America. I know because 
in our founding doctrines, those who set them down refused to admit anything less, 
however short were our actualities. 
You remember how the Declaration begins? “When, in the course of human 
events, it becomes necessary for one people to dissolve their political bands that have 
connected them with another, and to assume among the powers of the earth the 
separate and equal station which the laws of nature and of nature’s God entitle them, a 
decent respect for the opinions of humankind requires that they should declare the 
causes which impel them to the separation.” And then these words, ‘we hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all” – people, they really should have said – “are created 
equal.” That they are endowed, not by any legislative act, not by any parliament, not 
by any royal edict, but are “endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights.”  
How tempted they must have been to file exceptions. All except, all except 
Southern Europeans, all except Catholics, all except Jews. I will not use any more 
glaring examples. But they dared to placard before history “all people.” They were 
not dissemblers, and they were not ignorant of the circumstance. They believed that 
time and God and the intent of the nation would erase the stain in which they lived 
and about which a man said that that issue of race, of slavery, lay like a sleeping 
serpent coiled beneath the table of the constitutional convention. If you come down to 
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our earthier document, our Preamble puts it – was it by accident? – “to establish 
justice” and then, “to ensure domestic tranquility.” That was the order. 
They refused to put the hated word slavery, the shameful word, in our 
Constitution. Over and over again the reference is made to persons, even when the 
reference is made to three-fifths of a person, which I have never quite understood. I 
know who they were, but I don’t know what they were. Three-fifths! They believed, 
under God, that history and time and justice would erase those stains. This leads me to 
the belief that this nation, though not divine, is divinely appointed. And I say to you 
solemnly today, that anybody who speaks or acts against that purpose or acts against 
the original intent that this shall be an open democracy with liberty and justice to all, 
comes close to committing treason against the idea of America. 
And so this lawyer answered when he was asked by Jesus, “What does your 
law say?” The questioner goes back into the long, bright engagement of Israel with 
divine truth, to the sixth chapter of the Book of Deuteronomy and then to the 
nineteenth chapter of the Book of Leviticus, “Thou shalt love the Lord they God with 
all thy heart and with all thy mind.” Don’t take a breath.” And thy neighbor as 
thyself.” To pause there, “Thou shalt love the Lord thy God with all thy heart,” to 
pause is to miss the meaning of religion. “And they neighbor as thyself.” The great 
question, though is how do we know how, for there’s a catch here, to deal with “as 
thyself”? We do not know how to love ourselves. This is the problem in loving our 
neighbor. And the only place where we can find this out is when we can discover our 
true creaturehood as we appeared before God as individuals and as a nation. It is only 
in our creatureliness before our Creator that we are able to understand the splendor 
and the squalor, the grandeur and the grime, the everlastingness and the temporality in 
our humanity, all brought together. So that it is really a triangle: “thou shalt love the 
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Lord thy God, and thy neighbor as thyself,” but you’ve got move that last angle back 
up, “as thyself,” thyself being understood only sub specie aeternitatis, “under the light 
of eternity.” 
“This do,” said Jesus, “and thou shalt live.” It’s unequivocal, straightforward, 
unmistakable. “This do, and thou shalt live.” On this fateful day, we enter springtime, 
we believe, of new beginnings. There may be spring rains and storms, but it is 
springtime in America. And as we enter this new era, standing in this assurance, “This 
do, and thou shalt live,” we may confidently look to some bright tomorrow when the 
hyphens will drop out of our references to Americans and when truth and justice shall 
remove the dash between whatever we are and “American,” and we shall be solely, 
purely, only proudly, gloriously American. 
Standing under this clear word, “This do, and thou shalt live,” we may have 
confidence in some bright tomorrow in this land, that the things that unite us will 
obliterate the things that divide us. Standing in the light of that promise, we may 
believe in some clear day, unclouded by pride and prejudice, when every valley of 
disparity will be lifted up, when every mountain of obstacle will be brought down, 
when every crooked way of deception will be straightened out, when every rough 
place of delay will be removed, and all flesh shall see it, to the glory of God. We see a 
better, brighter, a more glorious day in this land which God has given us all. “Mine 
eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the Lord. Glory, glory, hallelujah, his truth 
is marching on.”
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